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ABSTRACT 

Despite an increasing willingness among academics politicians, policymakers, non-

governmental organisations [NGOs], businesses, practitioners and citizens to confront 

the risks posed by disasters, many attempts at implementing measures of disaster risk 

reduction [DRR] have been unsuccessful. Much has been written about disaster risk 

reduction, but none of the literature has effectively analysed the necessary conditions 

for disaster risk reduction to be successful in an at-risk community.  

 

Van Belle argues that the localisation of distant disasters – the practice where a news 

outlet covers an external event from their own locality’s point of view and interprets 

that event in terms of how it relates to them – is essential for DRR to become on the 

public agenda and create the opportunity for DRR policy to be successfully pursued 

(2012). This thesis adds to the understanding of the news coverage of non-local disaster 

events by analysing how disasters are localised by the news media to relate to the 

hazards faced by their communities. It was found that overseas disaster events must not 

only be localised, but also communalised through direct comparisons between 

communities in the news coverage for DRR to become on the public agenda in at-risk 

communities.  

 

229 newspaper articles were analysed through a structured qualitative content analysis. 

Localisation occurred in the Seattle Times and the Vancouver Sun following six 

overseas earthquakes. It was found that the nature of the coverage changed according to 

the stricken country’s level of development, where more direct comparisons were made 

between communities after the earthquakes in Japan, Chile and in Turkey in some 

instances. However, the coverage of the earthquakes in Turkey, Pakistan and Haiti led 
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to the establishment of a paternalistic victim-saviour type relationship between 

communities in the newspapers.  

 

These findings have significant implications for the implementation of disaster risk 

reduction in at-risk communities and for the understanding of the production of news. 

Additionally, the theoretical practice of localisation was developed and operationalised. 

This led to the formulation of five typologies of localisation that illustrated the nature of 

the coverage of the earthquakes in the two leading broadsheet newspapers in the Pacific 

Northwest. Significantly, the thesis suggests that the nature of the localisation may 

depend on their level of identification with the stricken community.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Natural disasters are worthy of attention due to the threat they pose to communities all 

around the world. Unsurprisingly, there is an increasing amount of literature about how 

best to implement measures of disaster risk reduction [DRR], where the risks presented 

by disasters are reduced through specific actions in an at-risk community. There 

appears to be an increasing willingness among politicians, policymakers, non-

governmental organisations [NGOs], businesses, practitioners and citizens to mitigate 

the risks of hazards as much as possible. This is most evident in the United Nations 

Development Programme’s [UNDP] recent emphasis on disaster risk reduction.  

 

This investigation is based on the strategic model for the opportunity for successful 

implementation of DRR proposed by Van Belle (2012). His opportunity model involves 

a non-local, observing [third person] community’s news media covering an overseas 

disaster event in terms of their own vulnerabilities, which could ultimately lead to a 

public discussion of disaster risk reduction where political actors can take the 

opportunity to campaign for disaster risk reduction policies in their own rational self-

interest. His theory is based around the principle that if there is no public will for 

disaster risk reduction in an at-risk community, it does not matter how much money is 

contributed towards its implementation, it will ultimately be unsuccessful. This matches 

Tierney, Lindell and Perry’s argument that there has been “little acknowledgement that 

gains in science and technology, while important, will have little impact unless they are 

accompanied by changes in the way society thinks about disasters and the steps that are 

taken to manage them” (2001, 255).  
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Perhaps the most perceptive analysis of the role of the news media in disaster coverage 

came from the proceedings of the Committee on Disasters and the Mass Media 

Workshop in Washington, D.C. in 1979. Gladys Engel Lang and Kurt Lang wrote about 

how “only when disaster strikes does the public become willing to face problems such 

as the lack of preparedness against natural forces known to strike with predictable 

frequency, the inadequacy of safety measures against known industrial or medical 

hazards, and the long-term damage from measures and policies that take no account of 

complex ecological interrelationships” (1980, 277). They argued that the role of the 

media is important due to “their potential influence on the adoption of remedial 

measures, strikes us as potentially the most productive area of research, an area at least 

as valuable as the study of media activity during the actual emergency” (Lang and Lang 

1980, 278). They suggested that the news media could play a part in addressing disaster 

mitigation in unaffected communities, proposing that research should be conducted to 

compare “the reporting of a disaster within the community it directly affects and in 

communities where it has become a national story” (Lang and Lang 1980, 278). 33 

years later, this has remained an area which has not been explored in enough depth to 

suggest how the news media localise non-local disaster events and how this translates 

into DRR policy.  

 

Localisation is the practice where a news outlet covers an external event from their own 

locality’s point of view, interpreting that event in terms of how it relates to them. 

Localisation of vulnerabilities occurred in the Seattle Times and the Vancouver Sun 

following six overseas earthquakes, but the nature of the localisation changed according 

to the stricken country’s development, and in some instances the news outlets rejected 

the notion that the disasters were relevant to their community. The primary focus of the 



	   	  

3	  
	  

investigation was to evaluate the nature of the localisation in two broadsheet 

newspapers of Seattle and Vancouver in response to six major overseas earthquakes 

over the past two decades. The hypothesis of this study was that the respective levels of 

development of these countries would determine how the disaster was localised or non-

localised in the newspapers of the cities of Seattle and Vancouver because of the news 

media’s prioritisation of elite nations and their perception of difference between 

communities.  

 

This is significant because localisation is considered to be a necessary precondition for 

disaster risk reduction in Van Belle’s model, and if the nature of the news media 

coverage of the overseas disaster is affected by the development of the stricken 

community, this affects how lessons can be learned from the disaster in the observing 

third person community. However, localisation by itself is not enough for DRR to occur 

in the third person community – there also needs to be communalisation between 

communities in the news coverage for DRR to become on the public agenda. This 

involves direct comparisons between communities, leading to an affinity between 

communities, where the third person community can recognise their own vulnerability 

through the experience of the stricken community. This is important because if the third 

person community cannot relate to the threat posed by a particular hazard in another 

community, it would be difficult to create the necessary public willingness to bear the 

social costs of implementing DRR in their community. 

 

The investigation was conducted through a structured qualitative content analysis, 

which involved applying a formal structure to the qualitative analysis of newspaper 

articles. This method involved the qualitative coding of the newspaper articles through 
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a structured coding scheme. However, indicators of localisation are not easily labelled 

and narrowed down to a set of key words or phrases, so the qualitative, evaluative 

element in the analysis was useful. A result of this was that five typologies of 

localisation were developed after a piloting of the coding schedule to best describe the 

patterns of coverage evident in the analysis. These typologies were: communalisation, 

partial communalisation, neutral localisation, partial othering, and othering. 

Additionally, the number of articles which featured these types of localisation was 

measured, which allowed for the quantitative measurement of localisation to 

supplement the qualitative findings. This allowed the investigation to explore the nature 

of localisation in the newspaper coverage of overseas disasters.  

 

The area and the scope of this research were selected due to a number of significant 

factors. Firstly, natural disasters represent an important area for research as they can be 

extremely destructive and they are able to strike communities irrespective of their level 

of development. They are an interesting phenomenon for mass communication scholars 

to study, as they are inherently newsworthy. Van Belle elaborated on this further, 

stating that: 

 

“Natural disasters provide an excellent set of events for studying the contextual 

factors influencing the reporting of international events. Disasters are unusual, 

dramatic, and often have great impact upon people's lives. This combination makes 

disasters newsworthy and creates the expectation that news outlets, which are 

driven by commercial imperatives, will report them. Natural disasters also occur 

throughout the world, are unplanned, and in most cases take place independent of 

political control. Further, the aspects of disasters that are likely to cause variations 

in their newsworthiness, such as the magnitude of the event, can be roughly 
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controlled for in the statistical analysis, making it easier to isolate contextual 

factors” (2000, 50). 

 

The potential effects of disasters on large numbers of people make it a valuable area to 

study – disasters are worthy of scrutiny due to the potential consequences of this 

research [or any research] leading to disaster risk reduction, which may save lives. 

Earthquakes are a suitable disaster type to analyse because they occur across the world 

and their severity is measureable according to the Richter scale. Bilham suggested in 

1995 that the annual fatality rate from earthquakes was likely to “rise by a factor 4-10 in 

the next 30 years, attributable partly to an increase in the fatality rate from moderate 

earthquakes near large cities, but principally from a few catastrophic earthquakes near 

supercities (populations 2-28 million)” (30). The potential impact of this study for 

disaster risk reduction makes research in this area particularly important. Another 

reason why earthquakes were the subject of this investigation was that they can affect 

most regions of the world, regardless of their respective wealth, levels of development, 

culture or language. The news media are subject to different influences that determine 

that the coverage of these disasters is not necessarily proportionate to the impact of the 

event, even though disasters occur all around the world.   

 

The six earthquakes are similar in the type of natural disaster event, they all caused 

extensive damage to the affected regions in terms of human casualties or economic 

impact, the dates they occurred, the geographical range between the countries, and the 

spread across their respective levels of development. The earthquakes to be included in 

the data sample are the 1995 Japan earthquake, the 1999 Turkey earthquake, the 2005 

Pakistan earthquake, the 2009 Italy earthquake, the 2010 Chile earthquake and the 2011 
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Haiti earthquake. Each of the earthquakes caused considerable damage to their region, 

and together represent the majority of the most damaging earthquakes in the past 15 

years (EM-DAT 2012). With the exception of the Chilean earthquake, they were also 

seismic events that did not generate tsunamis. Their damage was therefore similar to 

that predicted for the cities of Vancouver and Seattle in the event of an earthquake, as 

tsunamis do not present a danger to the two cities, despite coastal towns near them 

being at risk. The earthquakes occurred across a broad range of time over the past 

twenty years. 

 

Table 1. The Damage Caused by the Six Overseas Earthquakes. 

Stricken 
Country 

Date of 
Earthquake 

UN HDI 
Value 

(Rank) 

Magnitude of 
Earthquake on 
Richter Scale 

Number 
Killed 

Number of 
People 

Affected 

Estimated 
Damage  
(US$M) 

Japan 17 January 1995 0.901 (12) 6.9 5,297 541,636 100,000 
Italy 6 April 2009 0.874 (24) 6.3 295 56,000 2,500 
Chile 27 February 2010 0.805 (44) 8.8 562 2,671,556 30,000 

Turkey 17 August 1999 0.699 (92) 7.6 17,127 1,358,953 20,000 
Pakistan 8 October 2005 0.504 (145) 7.6 73,338 5,128,309 5,200 

Haiti 12 January 2010 0.454 (158) 7.0 222,570 3,700,000 8,000 

Sources: Data from EM-DAT (2012); UNDP (2011, 127-130); US Geological Survey (2013). 

 

These earthquakes occurred across the world – one occurred in Central Europe, one in 

Western Asia, one in South Asia, one in East Asia, one in the Caribbean and one in 

South America. Additionally, the countries struck by these earthquakes are at different 

points in the United Nations Human Development Index [UN HDI], with Japan [12] 

close to the summit, followed by Italy [24], Chile [44], Turkey [92], Pakistan [145], and 

Haiti [158] (UNDP 2011, 127-130). This is a useful measure of development as it is 

determined by the “basic dimensions of human development – a long and healthy life, 

knowledge and a decent standard of living” (UNDP 2011, 130). The UN HDI measures 
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life expectancy, actual years of schooling, expected years of schooling and the Gross 

National Income per capita in each country (UNDP 2011, 166). Other indicators of 

development reflect similar assessments of the countries involved in this investigation. 

The World Bank’s Gross National Income data replicates the relative standing of the 

countries in the HDI table (2013). Overall, the spread of disasters across a range of 

levels of development enables the investigation to make some preliminary suggestions 

from the findings about how the level of development of a stricken country affects the 

nature of the news coverage in a third person community.  

 

Table 2. Indicators of Development in the Third Person and Stricken Communities. 

Country UN HDI Value 
(Rank) 

Gross National Income per capita 
[Atlas Method] in 2011 ($US) 

U.S.A. 0.910 (4) 48,620 
Canada 0.908 (6) 45,560 
Japan 0.901 (12) 44,900 
Italy 0.874 (24) 35,290 
Chile 0.805 (44) 12,280 

Turkey 0.699 (92) 10,410 
Pakistan 0.504 (145) 1,120 

Haiti 0.454 (158) 700 

Sources: Data from UNDP (2011, 127-130); World Bank Group (2013). 

 

The cities of Seattle and Vancouver were good subjects for this investigation because of 

their similar statuses as regional hub cities, geography, population, and their similar 

levels of development.* Seattle and Vancouver are economically very similar to each 

other as capital cities of their regions. They are barely 250 kilometres apart from each 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
* A great deal of consideration and debate went into choosing these two cities as the locations for the 
analysis of overseas earthquakes. A consideration that resulted in the absence of New Zealand 
newspapers was the fact that the majority of overseas news in the newspapers of New Zealand is 
produced by agencies such as Associated Press and Reuters, or it is lifted directly from overseas 
newspapers. This meant that it was possible that there would not be any specific localisation of overseas 
earthquakes for communities in New Zealand at all because the content may not have been specifically 
tailored for local audiences.  
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other, so the geographical distance to the overseas disaster events is extremely similar 

between the two cities. Likewise, their populations are of comparable demographics, so 

their cultural distance to the overseas disaster events would also be extremely similar. 

Economically, they are important cities to the region as they both have ports. These 

similarities make the cities of Seattle and Vancouver good cities to study in terms of 

their news media’s coverage of foreign disaster events because they reduce the number 

of variables, which could have accounted for any potential differences in their news 

coverage of the six earthquakes otherwise. While the news media of similar cities was 

the focus of this investigation, further research could compare dissimilar cities’ news 

coverage of overseas disaster events. 

 

There are some differences between the cities though, especially as they are located in 

different countries. Indeed, there are differences between the two countries as “the U.S. 

is far more engaged in the politics of disasters both in terms of being struck more 

frequently than Canada and committing far more money to foreign disaster assistance” 

(Jamieson and Van Belle 2013, 7). Additionally, the 2001 Nisqually earthquake in 

Washington may account for some difference between the two newspapers as it caused 

some damage, although it was “not disastrous” (Jamieson and Van Belle 2013, 7). 

However, the two cities share more similarities than differences. Perhaps the most 

significant similarity between these cities is that they are both earthquake-prone, but 

they have not suffered from catastrophic earthquakes in recent memory – so there is the 

potential for their coverage to be framed as part of a narrative emphasising the fact that 

‘we could be next’. This potential for them to be struck by earthquakes means that their 

coverage could be impacted by this.  
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The extent of the identification between the local newspapers and the disaster stricken 

communities may depend on how much they can see themselves as potential victims. 

Interestingly, Seattle is Sister Cities with Kobe, Japan and Christchurch, New Zealand – 

two cities which have both suffered from debilitating earthquakes in recent times 

(Seattle Office of Intergovernmental Relations 2011). A hypothesis of the investigation 

was that if an earthquake hits a developed nation with extensive disaster risk reduction 

in place, there is a greater likelihood that the news coverage in the third person 

community reflects the presumption that they could have been the victims themselves. 

Conversely, if the victims are from a developing nation with poor building standards it 

is less likely that the newspaper coverage would compare that event with the possibility 

for similar consequences for them if an earthquake struck their locality.  

 

Newspapers are the medium of choice for this investigation because they remain largely 

region-specific and produce content primarily for their local audience. Because of their 

relatively small, targeted readership, local newspapers produce content to serve the 

needs of the public in their area of circulation. This has potential ramifications for the 

coverage of disasters, as this may reflect their own potential risks from a similar 

disaster event. Another reason why newspapers are worthy of investigation is that there 

is some evidence to suggest that they still influence policymakers. Aeron Davis 

conducted a series of interviews with policymakers and politicians in the United 

Kingdom, and he found that the “most common form” of news media consumed by 

them “was broadsheet newspapers, with interviewees, on average, looking at three 

broadsheet newspapers per day” (2010, 88). Similarly, Conrad Smith found in 1992 that 

the New York Times and the Washington Post remained the most significant sources for 

political actors following catastrophic events (9). Baumgartner and Jones argue that this 



	   	  

10	  
	  

is significant in their analysis of agenda setting in American politics, as they found that 

“media coverage does indeed correspond to official concerns” (1993, 49). This is 

important for the understanding of the interdependent relationship between news media 

and politicians.  

 

Additionally, newspapers are arguably a good index of the prevailing news agenda and 

are broadly representative of the other news media. Davis stated that “as work on 

media-source relations tends to confirm, political elites automatically come to be the 

dominant news sources and agenda setters for news” (2010, 89). It is plausible to 

suggest that there will be local politicians who read broadsheet newspapers in Seattle 

and Vancouver, and that many would be conscious of the issues on their agenda. 

Although this does not confirm that the press influences policy, it is likely that the 

political elite will be at least aware of the issues covered by the broadsheet newspapers. 

Newspapers effectively provide the context in which policy is formed. 

 

A third and final reason why newspapers are the subject of this investigation is their 

accessibility. Newspapers are the news medium of record, allowing for easy access by 

researchers for analysis. Newspaper articles are available on electronic databases 

following the digitising of content, and often articles are available on the internet at the 

same time as the publication of the print version. This means that news content is 

available for researchers on the internet, and historical records are available if one has 

access to a computer. These reasons have all contributed to why newspapers are the 

news medium for analysis in this research. 
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The Seattle Times and the Vancouver Sun are the newspapers in this analysis because 

they are the leading broadsheet newspapers of their respective regions, and they have 

comprehensive coverage of overseas events. Servicing the two regional capital cities, 

these newspapers serve a large region, providing news for their specific audiences. The 

Seattle Times has an average circulation of 251,697 on a weekday, while the Vancouver 

Sun has a similar market share, circulating 163, 803 newspapers on average on 

weekdays (Associated Press and Seattle Times Business Staff 2010; Newspapers 

Canada 2012). If they are found to be constructing their coverage of overseas disaster 

events in terms of their region’s own vulnerabilities, there exists the possibility that this 

could help to set the agenda for disaster risk reduction to become a political issue.  

 

Significantly, broadsheet newspapers’ audiences are traditionally the more educated, 

elite sections of society. This has implications for the implementation of effective 

measures of DRR. Studies in the United Kingdom have found that “those who are most 

engaged are also better educated, wealthier, and have higher status occupations” and 

that these “high engagers have more associational memberships, are more 

knowledgeable about politics, are more confident of their knowledge, and are more 

likely to read broadsheet newspapers” (Davis 2010, 148-149). If policymakers read in 

the Seattle Times or the Vancouver Sun that an overseas earthquake has lessons for their 

own community, there is the possibility that they will subsequently take the initiative as 

policy entrepreneurs to make political capital out of pushing for the improvement of 

their region’s preparedness in disaster mitigation and the prevention of risk. 

Alternatively, political actors may simply feel obliged to respond to public opinion, and 

they may react to news coverage of overseas disasters due to the perception that the 

newspaper acts as an index for that opinion. 
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The thesis is divided into five chapters. The first chapter features a literature review of 

research into disaster risk reduction and the news media’s coverage of natural disasters. 

Notions of disasters and disaster risk reduction are operationalised after a discussion of 

the problems associated with the terms and the categorisation of disaster events. There 

is a critique of the developmental perspective of non-governmental organisations’ 

reports on disaster risk reduction. This includes a discussion of examples of disaster risk 

reduction in practice, and consideration of the media’s role in reporting natural 

disasters. The chapter contextualises the investigation against the background of the 

theory behind existing practices of disaster risk reduction and establishes how the 

research challenges these approaches. Van Belle’s model is introduced as a way of 

changing the approach to disaster risk reduction in order to improve its chances of 

success in at-risk communities.  

 

The second chapter reviews the news theories which contribute to the practice of 

localisation before examining articles which address localisation in the production of 

news content for local audiences. Localisation is operationalised, before it is 

contextualised alongside existing news theory. Ideas of newsworthiness, news values, 

agenda setting and the CNN Effect are discussed in relation to localisation, establishing 

how localisation is a result of existing media practices, although it has previously not 

been the focus of much academic research in itself. Existing literature which discusses 

localisation is reviewed in addition to its implementation in translation services. 

Examples of localisation in the news media coverage of overseas events are identified. 

The chapter concludes with a discussion of othering, where differences between 

communities are emphasised in the production and dissemination of news content. 
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The third chapter outlines the methodology used in the investigation, describing why 

these newspapers and earthquakes were selected for analysis, and why these particular 

methods were used to reveal the processes of localisation in the news media. The 

typologies of localisation are operationalised in order to establish clear indicators of the 

practice. Communalisation is determined to be evident where a direct connection was 

made between the locale of the newspaper’s publisher and the disaster stricken 

community, leading to the establishment of an affinity between the two communities. 

Conversely, othering is interpreted as being where differences between the locality of 

the newspaper and the disaster stricken community are emphasised. The focal questions 

are operationalised, with explanations of how those questions helped to reveal the 

nature of the localisation in the research sample. There is an explanation of how the 

combination of both qualitative and quantitative analysis was most effective at 

uncovering the data required to answer the focal questions. There is also a description 

of how the sample of newspaper articles was collated and how this represents the entire 

coverage of the six major earthquakes. 

 

The fourth chapter outlines what was revealed in the structured qualitative content 

analysis of the newspaper articles. Four key trends in the newspaper coverage of the six 

overseas earthquakes are described in detail. Communalisation through the explicit 

localisation of vulnerabilities and the drawing of direct comparisons between 

communities occurred following the earthquakes in Japan, Chile and Turkey. Some 

indicators of partial communalisation are briefly explored before a summary of the 

neutral localisation in the coverage is outlined. The second major finding is that partial 

othering was prevalent following all earthquakes, but the nature of this changed 
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depending on the level of development of the stricken country. Othering was evident in 

the involvement of the third person community in the provision of aid and the 

involvement in the response and recovery of the stricken community following their 

earthquakes. This was much more prevalent following the earthquakes in Turkey, 

Pakistan and Haiti, prompting the establishment of a victim-saviour relationship 

between the communities in the newspaper coverage, whereas the coverage of the 

earthquakes in Japan, Italy and Chile largely avoided this emphasis. There is an 

examination of the indicators of othering which were almost exclusively present only 

following the earthquakes in Pakistan and Haiti and how this served to differentiate 

those countries from the third person communities. This could prevent any public 

discussion of the local community’s preparedness for a similar hazard – a barrier to 

effective implementation of DRR measures.  

 

The fifth chapter examines what the findings mean for the implementation of disaster 

risk reduction in at-risk communities and for the field of political communication. The 

research is positioned against existing literature, establishing its position as contributing 

to the field of disaster risk reduction, confirming that Van Belle’s model of 

implementing successful disaster risk reduction is worth exploring further. The research 

findings are also contextualised against news theory, confirming that localisation should 

be considered by political communication scholars as a significant process in the 

production of the news. This section concludes with a discussion of the direction that 

research may take in the future to build on the findings of this investigation. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

CONTEXTUALISATION 

Natural disasters present a destructive threat to a large proportion of the world’s 

population. However, there are significant failures in the application of knowledge 

about what can be done to best limit their effects. Despite the efforts of many 

politicians, policymakers, NGOs, academics, journalists and the general public; some 

efforts at disaster risk reduction have been less effective and less efficient that they 

could have been, due to the absence of the necessary conditions for DRR (Van Belle 

2012). It is important to examine what has been written about disasters in the past in 

order to understand how Van Belle’s model marks a critical development in the 

knowledge of disaster risk reduction. 

 

Definitions of Disaster 

Before examining the previous literature examining natural disasters and the media, it is 

important to operationalise what those terms mean, and acknowledge the inherent 

problems with the categorisation of catastrophic events as disasters. The Emergency 

Events Database’s definition of a disaster notes that “though often caused by nature, 

disasters can have human origins”, including “wars and civil disturbances that destroy 

homelands and displace people” as among the causes of disasters (EM-DAT 2009). It is 

important to note that there are human actions which may amplify the effects of natural 

disasters such as poor housing or overpopulation. Sociologist Enrico Quarantelli 

discussed the problems associated with defining the phenomena when he advocated that 

“we need to rethink, for research purposes, the central question of what is a disaster” 

(1987, 21). He argued that the concept of disasters is inherently a “logical and 

definitional matter” as it is almost impossible to define the term empirically 
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(Quarantelli 1987, 22). Olson, Prieto and Hoberman also note the problems associated 

with defining the concept as they criticise “the fact that everyone seems to define it 

idiosyncratically” (2010, 5).  

 

There are also difficulties in differentiating between hazards and disasters. The 

UNISDR defined a hazard as “a dangerous phenomenon, substance, human activity or 

condition that may cause loss of life, injury or other health impacts, property damage, 

loss of livelihoods and services, social and economic disruption” (2009b, 17). In 

general terms, the difference between hazards and disasters relates to potentiality - a 

hazard relates to the potential threat of a particular phenomenon, where a disaster 

relates to the effects of the realisation of that particular threat. Anthony Oliver-Smith 

described disasters as being socially constructed crises; meaning that they are not only 

the result of natural processes, but that people have some involvement in creating the 

necessary conditions for a disaster to occur, and they also suffer the consequences 

(1999, 22-30). Furthermore, Salvano Briceño laments the erroneous labelling of the 

phenomena as “natural disasters” as it has “led to an excessive focus on understanding 

the hazards themselves from a physical and natural science point of view, and does not 

facilitate the much-needed attention to understanding and reducing human and social 

vulnerability” (2012, xxx). Even with the rejection of the concept as being inherently 

natural, there remain differences of opinion about how to define the term. 

 

An authoritative body in development and disaster risk reduction, the United Nations 

defined disaster as “a serious disruption of the functioning of a community or a society 

involving widespread human, material, economic or environmental losses and impacts, 

which exceeds the ability of the affected community or society to cope using its own 
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resources” (UNISDR 2009b, 9). However, Olson, Prieto and Hoberman note that 

“many UN definitions appear to result from committees, where many interests and 

perspectives manifest” (2011, 62). As the most comprehensive and relevant 

conceptualisation of the term, Olson, Prieto and Hoberman’s own definition will be 

adopted. They defined disaster as “a social crisis characterised by a sense of great 

uncertainty, significant disorder, or potential collapse in a community caused by a 

serious disruption in its normal functioning and involving widespread human, material, 

economic, or environmental losses and impacts that exceed the community’s ability to 

cope using its own resources” (Olson, Prieto, and Hoberman 2011, 62). Borrowing 

heavily from both the UN definition, as well as Oliver-Smith and Hoffman’s, it is a 

definition that encompasses the human toll of disasters, acknowledging that it requires 

both a hazard event and human vulnerabilities to become a disaster (Olson, Prieto and 

Hoberman 2011, 62). Having adopted this definition, it is important to evaluate the 

evolution of literature concentrating on the media coverage of disasters before using 

this as a base from which to explore DRR and the media.  

 

Media Research into Differences in Disaster Coverage 

The news media have faced some criticism for their reporting of natural disasters – 

whether it be for allegedly exaggerating the extent of the damage, inconsistencies in the 

extent of the coverage of different foreign disasters, or only reporting ‘bad news’ stories 

from particular regions (Adams 1986; de Beer 2010; Golan 2008; Gurevitch, Levy, and 

Roeh 1991). However the short time frames imposed on journalists make it difficult for 

them to verify facts and provide context – a problem which is further complicated by 

the chaotic nature of disasters (Davies 2009). It is important to establish what has 

already been written about disaster coverage and the media and gain a clearer 
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understanding on the news coverage of disasters. It is clear that the news media does 

not cover all disasters equally or proportionally across all countries. There are different 

factors that determine the frequency of coverage, and these have been the subject of 

much academic enquiry throughout the latter half of the twentieth century through to 

the present time.  

 

There have been countless investigations into the coverage of foreign disasters, with 

most criticising the inconsistencies in levels of coverage depending on the location of 

the disaster (Boyd-Barrett 1979; Dahlgren 1982; Galtung 1971; Lee 1980; Madec 1981; 

Meyer 1989; Schiller 1969; Singhal and Sthapitanonda 1996; Tomlinson 1991). 

Accusations of the western media’s neglect of third world countries are encapsulated by 

William Adams’ ratio of media coverage to the number of casualties. In 1986, Adams 

undertook a quantitative investigation analysing foreign disaster coverage in 

newspapers in the United States and he found that the “three most potent factors” were 

the number of U.S. tourists that visited the affected nation, the severity of the event and 

the distance from New York City (116-119). Extrapolating from these results, he 

concluded that in the United States, “the globe is prioritised so that the death of one 

Western European equalled three Eastern Europeans equalled 9 Latin Americans 

equalled 11 Middle Easterners equalled 12 Asians” (Adams 1986, 122). While Adams 

presents a normative critique of news values and reveals a valid pattern in the coverage 

of overseas disaster events, there are factors apart from nationality which affect the 

levels of coverage. 

 

In a similar vein, Tsan-Kuo Chang addressed disparities in coverage of different regions 

in the Western news media. Tackling the reasons for this, Chang argued that “in the 
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context-oriented approach, external factors carry more weight in news decision making, 

including political affiliation, economic relations, relevance, geographical proximity, 

and cultural similarity” (1998, 535). Continuing this research with two other 

contemporaries, he found that while it was relevant, location alone was less important 

than what was previously thought, and “geographical and cultural proximity does not 

automatically generate international flow of events or issues nor does it translate into 

news coverage” (Chang, Lau and Xiaoming 2000, 518). Arnold de Beer argued that 

“not all countries are created equal when it comes to news coverage – the core countries 

dominate the news flow and news about the periphery is more often than not 

‘negative’” (2010, 596-597). He argued that Africa suffers in news coverage by either 

being ignored or being labelled a ‘dark continent’ where most news stories were 

negative (de Beer 2010). Still investigating news coverage of Africa, but in the U.S. 

television networks, Guy Golan found that Gross Domestic Product and trade with the 

U.S. were the key determinants that affected the amount of coverage (2008). These 

observations hint at an underlying set of editorial and journalistic priorities reflecting 

their own values, resources and sources. 

 

Leung and Huang pointed out that while many scholars argue that news organisations in 

the West produce negative images of the developing world, this could be a justifiable 

practice (2007, 675-677). They noted that “the alleged emphasis on natural disasters 

and accidents in news from the third world may be true…because there simply is more 

open, armed conflict and crisis in these countries than in more developed countries” 

(Leung and Huang 2007, 677). In their investigation of the coverage of the SARS virus, 

they found that “the western media are not nearly as biased as this critical model 

argument would have us believe” (Leung and Huang 2007, 691). Switching the focus 
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from U.S. media to Japanese newspapers, Hiromi Cho and Stephen Lacy found that 

there was a “negative relationship between the number of wire subscriptions and the 

percentage of international news in Japanese newspapers about conflict and disaster” 

(2000, 839). They suggested that “this could represent a difference in the nature of the 

copy from the wire services or it may represent a selection on the part of the editors to 

use the option of two stories to select fewer disaster and conflict stories” (Cho and Lacy 

2000, 840). It is interesting to note these differences in news values between countries. 

 

Definitions of Disaster Risk Reduction 

Just as there are several difficulties in defining the concept of a disaster, there are also 

problems with explaining the exact nature of disaster risk reduction. Before 

operationalizing DRR though, it is important to determine what is meant by the notion 

of vulnerability. The UNISDR defined the term as meaning “the characteristics and 

circumstances of a community, system or asset that make it susceptible to the damage 

effects of a hazard,” (2009a, 30). This definition provides context for the discussion of 

vulnerability. Wisner, Gaillard and Kelman in their comprehensive handbook describe 

DRR as “the process of understanding, analysing and managing the causes and origins 

of disasters and the risks that accumulate and lead to disasters” (2012, 1).  

 

The UNISDR definition is more specific, labelling it as “the concept and practice of 

reducing disaster risks through systematic efforts to analyse and manage the causal 

factors of disasters, including through reduced exposure to hazards, lessened 

vulnerability of people and property, wise management of land and the environment, 

and improved preparedness for adverse events” (2009, 10-11). It mentions the 

difference between ‘disaster reduction’ and ‘disaster risk reduction’, distinguishing 
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DRR as providing “a better recognition of the ongoing nature of disaster risks and the 

ongoing potential to reduce these risks” (UNISDR 2009b, 11). It is important to 

appreciate that DRR is not a stand-alone concept, but instead most of the literature 

surrounding it has come from a developmental angle. 

 

As Van Belle explains, “theories and concepts from development dominate the way that 

both the academic and applied policy communities approach the politics of disaster risk 

reduction” (2012, 3). Wisner, Gaillard and Kelman agree, claiming that “it is impossible 

and fruitless to try to distinguish between human development and DRR” as the two 

concepts are inextricably linked (2012, 1).  This is reinforced in the 2004 UNDP report 

on Reducing Disaster Risk. It states that “the linkages between development and 

disaster risk are not difficult to visualize” as “any development activity has the potential 

to either increase or reduce disaster risk” (UNDP 2004, i). It makes the valid point that 

there are “development choices,” as “disaster risk is not inevitable, but on the contrary 

can be managed and reduced through appropriate actions” (UNDP 2004, ii).  

 

Citing the Millennium Development Goals, they refer to “eradicating extreme poverty 

and hunger, achieving universal primary education, promoting gender equality and 

empowering women, reducing child mortality, improving maternal health, combating 

HIV/Aids, malaria and other diseases, ensuring environmental sustainability, and 

developing a global partnership for development” as measures that can reduce the risk 

of disasters (UNDP 2004, 16). Emphasising the role that developmental processes can 

play in reducing disaster risk, it states that “while only 11 per cent of the people 

exposed to natural hazards live in countries as low human development, they account 

for more than 53 per cent of total recorded deaths” (UNDP 2004, 1). This is a key 
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reason why it is important to compare the developmental indexes of the stricken 

countries, as it is clear that DRR and development have been indelibly linked up to this 

point in time.  

 

However, while there is nothing inherently wrong with the developmental angle being 

dominant in the discussion of DRR, this could explain in part why DRR policies have 

been largely unsuccessful. As DRR has fallen under the governance of development in 

conception and funding, it has perhaps not been the priority with other pressing needs 

such as poverty reduction, the redistribution of wealth and the eradication of hunger 

taking precedence over DRR, which may appear to be not as urgent or as immediate.  In 

other words, “DRR can be offered as an additional benefit of human development, but it 

is probably always going to be seen as a relatively minor side benefit” (Van Belle 2012, 

5). This is particularly unfortunate because “disaster preparedness is a highly nonlinear 

phenomenon: small measures adopted early can leverage disproportionate benefits in 

risk reduction” (Woo 2011, 219). The role of local politics, the news media and social 

psychological theory all contribute to the ultimate success or failure of DRR. It is 

therefore important to review the existing literature on DRR and evaluate how its 

evolution and history put contemporary DRR efforts into context.  

 

DRR Literature in Non-Governmental Organisations 

Research into disaster risk reduction has continued since its inception in the 1970s, with 

Ian Davis’ Shelter after Disaster forming a significant part of the early literature 

addressing DRR. His work attempted to identify the conditions that make communities 

particularly vulnerable to disasters, to outline strategies involved in the immediate 

response to a disaster, and to review some significant historical disasters (Davis 1978). 
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Over the past decade there have been an increasing number of NGO reports about DRR, 

looking to implement measures to minimise disaster risk in at-risk communities. The 

World Bank has been involved in researching the links between development and DRR 

to determine how best to invest in at-risk communities (Global Facility for Disaster 

Risk Reduction 2008; World Bank 2009a; World Bank 2009b). Similarly, the UNISDR 

and the United Nations Development Programme have commissioned reports to 

highlight the risks of disasters to communities in attempts to help political leaders help 

themselves through implementing DRR (Olson, Prieto, and Hoberman 2010; UNDP 

2004; UNISDR 2009a; UNISDR 2011).  

 

These reports have all helped to provide information for NGOs, governments and 

policymakers as they look to serve at-risk communities by identifying conceptual 

approaches and programmes of action which could help the mitigation of disasters. 

Often these approaches have aimed at integrating disaster risk reduction with 

developmental goals, adopting these measures into the overall process of assisting 

developing nations. For instance, the 2009 Global Assessment Report on Disaster Risk 

Reduction noted “the difficulty of promoting earthquake safety in Kashmir until 

developmental conditions such as income, education and road networks are improved” 

following their earthquake in 2005 (UNISDR 2009a, 94). This approach is perhaps 

summarised best later in the report, where it stated that there were limitations to what 

could be achieved in reducing disaster risk in households and communities “without the 

broader infrastructure and service framework into which community provision can 

integrate” (UNISDR 2009a, 99). Helen Clark, Administrator of the UNDP, recently 

gave a speech where she advocated for “whole-of-society approaches to disaster risk 

reduction” as it is a “concern for everyone - from citizens who must be empowered to 
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make decisions which reduce risk, to political leaders, government institutions, the 

private sector, civil society organisations, professional bodies, and scientific and 

technical institutions” (2012).  

 

This all-encompassing approach is commendable, but there are potential issues with 

monitoring the efficacy of these aspirational measures, especially given the 

unquantifiable elements involved. While there have been success stories in countries 

such as Bangladesh, Mozambique and Indonesia, these methods could be more targeted 

and efficient in delivering disaster risk reduction without total support across all sectors 

of civil society (Clark 2012). Among political elites, David Alexander argues that there 

continues to be a general lack of action, where the “tendency is to defer measures until 

it is too late and disaster has struck, with consequences that are as predictable as they 

are lamentable” (2012, 3). These approaches have suffered from being implemented “in 

a reactive and event-focused, rather than a proactive and comprehensive, fashion” only 

after the disaster has already impacted a community (Tierney, Lindell, and Perry 2001, 

254-255). It is also possible that well-intentioned DRR is implemented in the wrong 

areas as “political systems may reward preparing for the most common situations, 

rather than the greatest expected damage situations" (Hanson 2008, 372). DRR could 

conceivably be implemented in particular at-risk communities at the expense of others, 

resulting in greater damage there if a disaster were to impact the community which was 

perceived as being less at-risk. 

 

The accountability of political leaders in the aftermath of a disaster has been considered 

by some scholars. This is an area of inquiry pursued by some scholars due to the fact 

that “successful performance in times of collective stress turns leaders into 
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statesmen…But when the crisis fails to dissipate and ‘normality’ does not return, 

leaders are obvious scapegoats” (Boin and ‘t Hart 2003, 544). In 2010 Olson and 

Gawronski produced a framework for analysing the effects of a disaster on political 

leaders’ popularity, arguing that these effects are not random, but instead come from 

disaster preparedness and response, and especially anticipation of the event (2010). 

However, Jason Enia argues that DRR may not implemented by policymakers because 

“the incentives associated with effective mitigation, management, and recovery have 

relatively little to do with the wisdom or the altruism of particular actors” (2013, 13). 

Instead, he argues that “even in a situation where the actors are both wise and altruistic, 

there may still be powerful incentives that move them away from cooperative or 

coordinated solutions” (Enia 2013, 13). If these incentives override any potential 

personal gains for political actors, it would be difficult to persuade them to implement 

DRR policy. 

 

In recent years, Richard Olson’s work with his various co-authors has provided much 

depth and considered analysis of DRR, and it is likely to inform future DRR research. 

In 2010, Olson, Prieto and Hoberman produced the Global Assessment Report on 

Disaster Risk Reduction, which outlined how disaster risk reduction “can provide a 

vehicle to reduce poverty, safeguard development and adapt to climate change, with 

beneficial effects on broader global stability and sustainability” (v). This 

comprehensive document described how DRR should be a priority for political leaders. 

A significant finding of the Global Assessment Report on Disaster Risk Reduction was 

that the news media are a powerful tool in potentially setting the agenda in third person 

communities following an overseas disaster. Olson, Prieto and Hoberman note the fact 

that in the countries similar to the stricken community, the “windows of opportunity for 
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DRR innovations appear more likely than previously believed” (2010, 26). However, 

this optimism was tempered by the existence of “zones of silence”, where “problems or 

issues that are not discussed or even posed by the media” mean that “ideas or proposals 

for change/improvement rarely escape” (2010, 28).  

 

Van Belle’s model for implementing disaster risk reduction marks a critical departure 

from the prevailing approaches of these non-governmental organisations by promoting 

a more targeted approach aimed at furthering the interests of the political elites in at-

risk communities, who stand to make political gains out of coverage of overseas 

disasters if they campaign for popular DRR policies (2012). Effectively, political 

entrepreneurs could drown out the “zones of silence” and keep disaster risk reduction 

on the public agenda. However, for this to happen there must be public 

acknowledgement of the hazards faced by their community. The localisation of non-

local disaster events in the local news media is a necessary pre-condition for this to 

occur, where those events are interpreted in terms of the shared vulnerabilities in the 

third person community. 

 

DRR in Practice 

There have been two studies into DRR in specific disaster stricken communities after 

the event of a disaster. Stephanie E. Chang looked at the recovery of the city of Kobe in 

Japan, following its earthquake in 1995, which she contentiously labels “the developed 

world’s first experience of a catastrophic urban earthquake,” despite the Loma Prieta 

earthquake of 1989  (2010, 313). Looking at pre-disaster conditions, Chang argues that 

the earthquake served to “accelerate pre-disaster trends” in de-population of the inner 

city and the growth of the suburbs surrounding the city (2010, 314). Chang indicated 
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that recovery planning can be undertaken on the basis that practitioners “can to some 

degree anticipate characteristics of the ‘new normal’ [the new status quo in a stricken 

community after the initial temporary instability following the disaster] to which the 

community would stabilise after a major disaster, and should plan for post-disaster 

change” (2010, 323). However, the ‘new normal’ situation is particularly difficult to 

predict and it is unlikely that any planning can comprehensively anticipate the effects of 

a disaster event on the local community. Chang advised that “decision makers at all 

levels should consider the possibility of long-term [economic, social and population] 

losses when making decisions about whether, how and to what extent they take pre-

disaster risk reduction actions” (Chang 2010, 323). These recommendations are 

potentially influential as they shift the emphasis onto acceptance that the city is not 

going to be able to revert to its pre-disaster existence. Chang argues that policymakers 

should adopt this thought process when evaluating how best to reconstruct the city. This 

is not necessarily a popular approach though, as the New Zealand government has 

found in its attempts to reconstruct Christchurch after its 2011 earthquake (Wright 2012; 

Mathewson 2013). 

 

Bimal Kanti Paul and Rejuan Hossain Bhuiyan undertook a study of earthquake 

preparedness in Dhaka City, Bangladesh. They found there to be a general lack of 

awareness of the risk in the city, where educational programmes introduced by the 

government have not been successful (Paul and Bhuiyan 2010, 356-357). They note that 

“hazard research, from its inception in the human ecology tradition, has emphasised the 

importance of public perception concerning extreme natural events,” as “increased 

preparedness along with hazard awareness significantly reduces individual and 

community vulnerability to environmental hazards (Paul and Bhuiyan 2010, 342). Part 
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of the role of the media in the vision of their position in society as the fourth estate 

should be providing information to their specific audience about risk and setting the 

agenda for issues which are in the public interest. Theoretically, the media have a part 

to play in increasing awareness and preparedness for potential disaster events. However, 

the media have competing interests and priorities, and advocacy of a cause such as 

DRR is not necessarily going to be pursued if it affects their other imperatives. It also 

must be acknowledged that information is insufficient by itself to create the necessary 

conditions for DRR – political elites also need to be involved in order for change to 

occur. 

 

Research into DRR and the Media 

The role of the news media in introducing DRR to the public agenda has been reviewed 

and critiqued by many scholars. The media are potentially influential in setting the 

agenda for DRR, as indicated by Cass Sunstein, who suggested that "if a threat is made 

salient through social interactions, media attention, or other means, mitigation and 

preparatory measures are more likely" (Sunstein 2007, 56). In an early investigation, 

Barbara Combs and Paul Slovic found in an analysis of newspaper coverage of different 

causes of death, that “violent, often catastrophic causes of death such as homicides, 

natural disasters and accidents were overreported” compared to their incidence (1979, 

843). They explained this phenomenon as happening “not only because it sells more 

newspapers, but because these hazards represent sources of societal vulnerability about 

which people need to be informed so that they can take precautions or institute 

appropriate controls” (Combs and Slovic 1979, 843). As such, they concluded that the 

over-representation of disasters in coverage “may serve some useful function by 

alerting society to the need for corrective action against hazards that, if neglected, might 
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cause the premature death of many persons” (Combs and Slovic 1979, 849). As such, 

the media arguably fulfilled this public service function, even if the levels of coverage 

were disproportionate to other causes of death  

 

There are some academics who argue that this skewed amount of coverage is harmful 

however; as they argue that it breeds fatalism about the prospect of disasters to the 

extent that no risk reduction is undertaken. Paul Simpson-Housley and Fred A. Curtis 

undertook an investigation into the awareness of the earthquake risk in Wellington, 

New Zealand, an area which is prone to earthquakes. They found that at the time, “the 

absence of a recent major earthquake augments the nonchalance towards the hazard” 

and that “most respondents did not consider earthquakes troublesome” despite a general 

high level of awareness of the potential for earthquake damage (Simpson-Housley and 

Curtis 1983, 465-467). This suggests that the media was effective in educating the 

public about the risk of earthquakes, but the lack of a recent personal experience of a 

major earthquake among respondents meant that there was a lack of urgency to their 

DRR efforts. It is important to note that this has changed since the 1970s in Wellington, 

with the city enjoying a comprehensive building inspection programme (Wellington 

City Council 2013). 

 

There have also been several social psychology-oriented and sociological studies into 

public perceptions of earthquake risk and the role of the media in Wellington. Jodie 

Cowan wrote of how there is the danger of unrealistic optimism about disaster events, 

where people may believe that “they are they are more likely than the average person to 

have a happy future and less likely than the average person to suffer various 

misfortunes, therefore creating an illusion of personal invulnerability” (1998, 6-7). 
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Significantly, she found in her study that “if people are made aware that earthquake 

damage is often selective [in terms of where the damage occurred] they are more likely 

to see damage as preventable” (Cowan 1998, 59). She determined that “directing 

people's attention to the selectivity of earthquake damage can enhance their perceptions 

of control over their own circumstances shown by attributions for earthquake damage to 

controllable causes” (Cowan 1998, 59). However, there is only a limited amount of 

control people can exert as many people are not in a position to choose to move into a 

safer house or workplace. 

 

A similar study conducted by Cowan, McClure and Wilson highlighted the role of the 

media in promoting awareness. They asserted that because most people had not lived 

through a major earthquake, “mass media comprise a primary source of information 

about disasters and play an important role in shaping citizens’ knowledge of natural 

disasters” (2002, 171). They use this information to imply that the news media’s 

coverage affected the respondents’ attitudes towards the risks presented by earthquakes. 

They wrote that “when reports portray damage as selective and refer to the lessons 

learned from patterns of damage, people tend to see the damage as preventable and 

attribute it to controllable causes” (Cowan, McClure, and Wilson 2002, 182). Similarly, 

research by Turner, Nigg and Paz found that “fatalism is most widespread toward the 

prospect of large-scale and impersonal disaster but is less prevalent when the question 

is personal survival or help for those at greatest risk” (1986, 422-423).  

 

Robert A. Stallings suggests that the earthquake threat needs to be “personalized”, 

where “personalizing risk would also personalize victimization” (1995, 206). He argues 

that “as human agents begin to replace nature, fate, and the luck-of-the-draw as 
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explanations for why some people die in earthquakes and others do not, the belief that 

‘nothing can be done’ becomes harder to sustain” (Stallings 1995, 206-207). Likewise, 

McClure, Sutton and Sibley argue that “agencies should spell out to citizens that the 

buildings that typically suffer the worst damage in earthquakes are those that have poor 

building designs, whereas those that withstand earthquakes usually have good designs” 

(2007, 1971). Arguing against fatalism in the coverage of earthquakes, these scholars 

suggest that by attributing damage to building design and affirming that damage is 

preventable, news coverage will lead to a greater public resolve to support DRR 

measures (McClure, Sutton, and Wilson 2007, 240-241). It makes sense that this would 

arguably increase the motivation for DRR, as if damage is perceived as controllable 

through building design and measures of preparedness which can be undertaken by 

citizens of at-risk communities, there may be greater social and political urgency to 

increase DRR for a future disaster event.  

 

The City of New Orleans was not prepared for the destruction of Hurricane Katrina in 

2005, and has been the subject of an article by Tierney, Bevc and Kuligowski. They 

looked at the dispelling the myths surrounding the disaster, especially in the media 

coverage of the event. They argue that “it was widely understood well before Katrina 

that New Orleans could not be successfully evacuated in the face of a major hurricane, 

but few concrete actions had been taken to address the needs of these most vulnerable 

residents” (Tierney, Bevc, and Kuligowski 2006, 76). The lack of DRR, despite this 

knowledge, is particularly significant as many other urban areas in the United States are 

similarly at risk from disasters (Tierney, Bevc, and Kuligowski 2006, 76).  
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Olson, Prieto and Hoberman produced a framework for DRR advocates to follow in 

order to induce political will, including conducting ‘pristine investigations’, speaking 

truth to power, publicly making people aware of the disaster risk, creating ‘guilty 

knowledge’ and authority accountability, and being aware and prepared for the 

consequences of one’s actions in promoting DRR (2011, 65-67). Radford and Wisner 

argued that it is journalists’ professional best interests to aggressively promote DRR in 

their work through advocacy journalism, despite the risks involved in potentially losing 

the perception of objectivity through an association with a cause (2012).  

 

There has been a lot of recent literature from NGOs too, providing rich material for 

DRR advocates in their pursuit of DRR in communities. However, there have even been 

problems in getting DRR implemented in communities which have already suffered 

from disaster events, as if may be difficult for the public to be willing to bear the social 

and economic costs of implementing DRR (Van Belle 2012). This may be reflected in 

the news coverage, with Olson, Prieto and Hoberman finding that “risk reduction as a 

theme” appeared in 15 per cent of the stories in Jamaica following the Haiti earthquake 

and 34 per cent of the stories in Peru following the Chile earthquake in 2010 (2010, 22). 

This is a marked contrast from the coverage of the earthquakes in the stricken 

communities, with the Haitian news media having “only 2% of the stories focusing on 

risk reduction, and Chile 4%” (Olson, Prieto, and Hoberman 2010, 22). This is a natural 

response to the crisis, as long-term measures which require strategy and planning may 

not complement more immediate recovery measures.  
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Van Belle’s Model  

DRR in Disaster Stricken Communities 

Van Belle has produced a model which explains how DRR may be possible in third-

person communities, but he acknowledges the difficulty in implementing DRR in 

communities which have already suffered the effects of a disaster event. Van Belle 

suggests that there is a missing link between an at-risk community and the 

implementation of effective DRR measures. He argues that for meaningful DRR to 

become a reality, there first has to be some localisation of the news coverage of distant 

disasters, a process where the media in a third person community cover that event in 

terms of their own vulnerability to the same natural hazard (Van Belle 2012). Van Belle 

develops this notion further, arguing that the “third person effect is generalizable to any 

situation in which news media coverage of a non-local event, or coverage of someone 

else’s policy crisis highlights a risk or threat to something valued locally” (2012, 6). 

Through this localisation in the news media, the foreign event can trigger public debate 

about how well the third person community is prepared for a similar disaster (Van Belle 

2012). This discussion will theoretically provide the opportunity for policy 

entrepreneurship, a process where political actors grasp the opportunity to pursue DRR 

in the third person community, leading to successful measures of disaster risk reduction 

to be implemented (Van Belle 2012).  
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Figure 1. Van Belle’s Necessary Causes and the Third Person Effect Model. 

 

Source: Diagram from Van Belle (2012, 21). 

 

The first part of the model concerns the lack of public will to act in disaster stricken 

communities, despite them having already suffered the consequences of a lack of DRR 

combined with a natural hazard. In essence, they “just do not seem to learn” as “around 

the world and across cultures, disaster stricken communities almost never seem to 

pursue or enact policies that will significantly reduce their risk of future losses” (Van 

Belle 2012, 2). An explanation for this is that stricken communities do not have the 

time or effort to pursue DRR, or even to engage with the thought of it. In the aftermath 

of a disaster, with the burden of their initial response and recovery already weighing 

heavily on victims, they simply “need to recoup all the time they just diverted into the 

social response to the disaster instead of private action,” which could help mitigate 

against future disasters (Van Belle 2012, 8). In such an atmosphere, it is difficult for 

stricken communities to muster up the energy required to consider DRR – they are 
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essentially stuck in the moment as victims and have little ability to consider anything 

beyond the immediate future.  

 

As it is unlikely that the victims have come to terms with their losses, after a disaster “a 

significant proportion will become intent if not obsessive about returning to the 

previous status quo and they will react negatively, if not with hostility, to any effort to 

direct the recovery effort toward something different, even if the alternative is clearly 

better” (Van Belle 2012, 10). This could be a result of the emotional trauma in addition 

to material losses suffered in the disaster. An example of this was in the Indian village 

of Vondh following the 2001 Gujarat, where a new, rebuilt village was left uninhabited 

as residents preferred to live in the old village because of its history and personal 

significance to them (Sanderson and Sharma 2008, 179-180; Powell 2011, 282). This is 

an example fulfilling Kahneman and Tversky’s Prospect Theory, where “the failure to 

adapt to losses or to attain an expected gain induces risk seeking” in individuals (1979, 

287). Admittedly their research is focused on individuals rather than normative 

behaviour, and on economic decisions rather than DRR. However, this behaviour may 

help to explain why measures to implement DRR in the wake of a disaster have met 

obstinate resistance from residents in the disaster stricken community. 

 

DRR in Third Person Communities 

If DRR is not necessarily possible in a stricken community, it raises the question of 

whether it is possible elsewhere. Although there need to be the “necessary conditions 

for DRR,” it is possible for other communities to successfully pursue DRR (Van Belle 

2012, 3). The “third-person effect model” presents a case for this occurring, “where the 

mediated observation of an event occurring elsewhere is combined with local 
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conditions and local political actions to create opportunities for DRR in the third-person 

(observing) location” (Van Belle 2012, 3). The third person effect is created where 

“news media coverage of a non-local event, or coverage of someone else’s policy crisis 

highlights a risk or threat to something valued locally” (Van Belle 2012, 6). Van Belle 

points to the fact that “most of the disaster risk reduction we see occurs or is initiated 

when just such a window for social and political action is opened by disasters occurring 

elsewhere” (2012, 15). An example of this is Sacramento’s levees being urgently 

repaired after Hurricane Katrina struck Louisiana (Van Belle 2012, 15-16). Olson, 

Prieto and Hoberman’s study of the respective coverage of the Haiti and Chile 

earthquakes in Jamaica and Peru also suggested that third person communities could 

learn lessons from non-local disaster events (2010). This opportunity for DRR comes 

from the localisation of the coverage of foreign disaster events. 

 

Localisation of Vulnerabilities and Policy Entrepreneurship 

For DRR to become a reality in third person communities, Van Belle argues that two 

essential conditions have to be met. The first is that there has to be the localisation of 

coverage, where the news media of a particular location interpret and report on an 

overseas disaster in terms of their own vulnerabilities to a similar disaster. This 

condition is supported by anecdotal evidence that this exists, but the practice has not 

been the subject of much research. Van Belle argues that the localisation of coverage in 

response to disasters is a “natural result of the business imperatives that drive the news 

media” as “at the most fundamental level all news media outlets are driven to attain and 

sustain an audience” (2012, 17). By relating coverage back to their own audience, 

especially if there are similar risks in that community, news outlets are able to present 

the news in a manner that’s relevant and resonant with their audience. For example, 
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Ralph H. Turner argued in 1980 that “the Los Angeles Times has dealt with the need for 

earthquake preparedness, has supported the legislative measures to implement safety 

procedures, and has presented careful reports of significant advances in earthquake 

prediction,” although it is unclear how much of this coverage was in response to non-

local disasters (Turner 1980, 289-290). This localisation as part of the news production 

process may prove extremely useful in setting the agenda for DRR if it is evident 

following non-local disasters. 

 

A second necessary condition is that there must be some policy entrepreneurship, where 

political actors use the opportunity to campaign for DRR in their community following 

an overseas disaster in their own rational self-interest. This involves the process where 

“someone or some group must see potential political gains from pursuing disaster risk 

reduction policy action” in addition to simply pursuing a policy in the public interest 

(Van Belle 2012, 19). Thomas A. Birkland defined policy entrepreneurs as “participants 

who are constantly involved in the policy community because of their technical 

expertise in their field, because of their political expertise and ability to broker deals 

that lead to new programs and policies, and because of their connection to the problem 

as representatives of a particular constituency” (1997, 18).  

 

Crucially, Birkland’s policy entrepreneurs “press for policy change that favors their 

interests during normal, non-event-driven politics” but he acknowledges that there has 

been a notable “failure of all-hazard mitigation policy to gain much attention in public 

policy” (1997, 18-19; 2006, 126). Birkland’s definition assumes that the policy 

entrepreneur would already be involved in campaigning for DRR prior to a disaster, but 

this is not a precondition in Van Belle’s model. Instead, Van Belle posits that 
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opportunistic political actors may seize the opportunity to campaign for DRR after a 

disaster simply because it is politically beneficial for them to do so – they do not have 

to be active in promoting DRR beforehand.  

 

Policy entrepreneurship could be apparent in a number of responses to the non-local 

disaster. It could include campaigning in both public and private political channels, but 

the news media are an important vehicle which can be exploited by a political actor to 

keep DRR in the public consciousness. With both the localisation of coverage and 

policy entrepreneurship, the theory is that DRR is possible in third person communities 

following an overseas disaster event. This model does not guarantee the successful 

implementation of DRR if these conditions are met, but it will be almost impossible for 

DRR to be successful if the conditions are absent (Jamieson and Van Belle 2013, 5). 

 

Summary 

There has been some valuable research into the media’s coverage of disasters, and 

especially in recent years, there have been many important studies into the 

implementation of DRR in at-risk communities. Building on these, Van Belle’s model 

provides a basis for scholarly research into the phenomenon of unsuccessful DRR in 

stricken communities, with the hope that localisation of coverage and policy 

entrepreneurship will result in successful implementation of DRR in third person 

communities. Firstly, there needs to be an investigation into the nature of localisation in 

third person communities in the news coverage of foreign disasters.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

LOCALISATION AND NEWS THEORY 

Van Belle’s model for the effective implementation of DRR in third person 

communities relies on the assumption that localisation of foreign disaster events occurs 

in the news media of those communities. While there have been few investigations into 

the nature of localisation, anecdotal evidence has suggested that the process itself is 

evident in the news. It is reasonable to assume that a news media organisation would 

cover a non-local disaster event and relate it to their community in order to make it 

meaningful for their audience. Indeed, there have been instances where this is evident in 

the news coverage of a particular event. For instance, there have been a number of 

articles in the Dominion Post which have compared Wellington’s vulnerability to 

earthquakes to Christchurch in the aftermath of their fatal earthquake in February 2011 

(Anon. 2012a; Anon. 2012b; Chapman 2011; Chapman 2012; Hubbard 2013; Hunt 

2011).  However, there have been few studies where localisation has been investigated 

as its own process, even though news theories have been developed that hint at why 

localisation may occur, with Galtung and Ruge’s news values and Gatekeeping theory 

being particularly insightful. Media research into the differences in coverage of foreign 

events between nations has led to some hypotheses suggesting that economic, 

geographical, development, geopolitical, and cultural affinities between countries may 

affect the level of coverage, meaning that the location of the news media involved may 

be significant. There is also some fledgling evidence that localisation does occur, with 

journal articles supporting this notion coming from a variety of different subject matters 

and perspectives.  
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This chapter moulds these different viewpoints into a coherent whole, combining the 

different elements into a coherent framework to contextualise the practice of 

localisation in the news media. The concept of localisation is defined by using several 

influential news theories to establish where ideas of localisation exist in current 

literature and identify areas where localisation and the news theory overlap. 

Localisation in practice is examined, beginning with a theoretical perspective before 

progressing to how local news operations and translation services localise content for 

their audiences. The process of localisation is identified and assessed in the analysis of 

news coverage of disasters conducted by various scholars. However, localisation in the 

news may still have an othering effect if the news outlet emphasises differences 

between the non-local community and their own locality. This effect is briefly 

examined, where the dismissal of the relevance of foreign events to the third person 

community may result in that community missing the chance to propel DRR onto the 

public agenda. The practice of localisation is placed against existing news theory and 

media practice, operationalising the concept before analysing the nature of the practice 

in the newspapers of the Pacific Northwest. 

 

Defining Localisation 

Localisation is a process where a newsworthy disaster event occurs and the news media 

interpret that event in terms of their own local vulnerabilities. This practice of 

localisation is a result of best practice in the news media. As it is imperative for news 

organisations to achieve and sustain an audience, they will produce content which is 

relevant and important to that audience. Localisation occurs where events occurring 

outside the region of the news media organisation’s target audience are produced in a 

manner so they appear relevant to their audience through a variety of different 
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processes. Localisation transpires through processes of gatekeeping, where stories are 

included or excluded due to the newsworthiness of the event for the news media 

organisation’s audience. News values of personification and meaningfulness are evident 

as events are judged to be worthy of inclusion in bulletins according to how relevant 

and meaningful they are to the audience (Galtung and Ruge 1965).  

 

Although the effects of 24-hour television news channels’ influence over affecting 

changes in foreign policy were perhaps exaggerated, the theory of the CNN Effect 

illustrates how overseas events can become local issues through news coverage if there 

is policy dissensus. Through framing foreign disaster events in terms of local 

vulnerabilities, news media may be able to set the political and public agenda, 

promoting productive discussions of DRR. To better understand how this may occur, it 

is important to evaluate how these processes affect the production of news, and 

contribute to the practice of localisation. Surprisingly, the practice of localisation has 

not been the subject of much academic analysis. However it is worthy of further 

scrutiny as it is an important aspect in the production of news, while being consistent 

with existing news theory. 

 

Localisation and News Theory 

Gatekeeping 

In the latter stages of the newsgathering process, the news media act as a control in 

determining what is to be included and excluded from news bulletins – in effect they act 

as a ‘gatekeeper’. David Manning White pioneered research into this process when 

interviewing the editorial decisions of ‘Mr Gates’, a wire editor who routinely 

determined which stories were newsworthy and which were not (1950). The news 
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bulletin is produced through a conscious decision-making and editing process to 

eventually produce the final copy, which is broadcast or distributed to the audience. As 

a result, “the typical conception of the media’s role…as reporter-reflector-indicators of 

an objective reality ‘out there’” is a falsehood (Molotch and Lester 1974, 105).  

 

Instead, the news is produced through a series of processes which construct a version of 

reality, reflecting “the practices of those having the power to determine the experience 

of others” (Molotch and Lester 1974, 111; Tuchman 1978). As W. Lance Bennett put it, 

“Gatekeeping is a term often used to refer to whose voices and what messages get into 

the news” (Bennett 2007, 5). The gatekeeper “must winnow down a larger number of 

potential messages to a few;” making decisions that “directly affect the media content 

that reaches the audience” (Shoemaker and Reese 1996, 105). The gatekeepers are 

therefore significant in determining what news stories are newsworthy enough to be 

included in the bulletin, and it is not unreasonable to presume that knowledge of the 

local audience will be included as a factor in their decision-making. If there is a 

community at risk of experiencing the effects of a particular disaster event, it is likely 

that a similar event overseas will pass through the gates and make its way into the news 

bulletin for that community.  

 

Localisation and News Values 

The concept of localisation is perhaps best understood as being an additional element to 

two of the news values outlined by Galtung and Ruge in their seminal work in 1965 on 

the matter. Firstly, the news value of personification is relevant to the notion of 

localisation. Galtung and Ruge suggested that “the more the event can be seen in 

personal terms, as due to the action of specific individuals, the more probable that it 
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will become a news item” (1965, 68). Conversely, the authors propose that “the less 

personal the news, the more negative will it have to be” as “when something positive 

happens it is more likely to be attributed to people, whereas something attributed to 

non-people will have to be negative to hit the news” (Galtung and Ruge 1965, 83). In 

the coverage of foreign disasters, news media may refer to the number of people 

affected who originate from their own locality – New Zealand media outlets routinely 

do this when covering a foreign disaster (Van Belle 2012, 17-18). There are additional 

factors which can influence the salience of disasters in a given community – 

particularly cultural, economic, geographical, political or religious proximity to the 

stricken community. Without these connections, the disaster is arguably less 

newsworthy to a third person community, potentially affecting the levels of coverage of 

that event in that locality. 

 

Similarly, another of their news values concerns meaningfulness, which is directly 

relevant to localisation and the prospect of implementing effective DRR in at-risk 

communities. Galtung and Ruge proposed that “the more meaningful the signal, the 

more probable that it will be recorded as worth listening to” (Galtung and Ruge 1965, 

65). Significantly, they refer to meaningfulness as being important “in terms of 

relevance: an event may happen in a culturally distant place but still be loaded with 

meaning in terms of what it may imply for the reader or listener” (Galtung and Ruge 

1965, 67). This is particularly applicable for third person communities in the coverage 

of foreign disasters – the event may have significance for them as they interpret that 

event in terms of their own local vulnerabilities, despite of the geographical distance 

between the two places. It is important to note that the uncritical repetition of Galtung 

and Ruge’s news values has been criticised, as arguably they “should be regarded as 
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open to question” (Harcup and Neill 2001, 277). Indeed, several scholars have 

suggested more contemporary lists of news values (Harcup and Neill 2001; McGregor 

2002). However, these contemporary suggestions involve minor augmentation of the 

news values introduced by Galtung and Ruge, and their original findings remain 

relevant and authoritative in discussions of newsworthiness. As a result, the news 

values of personification and meaningfulness are applicable to the discussion of 

localisation. 

 

Localisation and the CNN Effect 

There have been some suggestions that the domestic media coverage of foreign events 

may be able to influence foreign policy in that state. The CNN Effect is one such 

theory, which “refers to the effect of a worldwide array of print and broadcast media 

capable of instantaneous, real-time coverage of breaking events” (Livingston and 

Eachus 1995, 413). In such an environment, the immediate local news coverage of a 

humanitarian crisis abroad, for instance, can theoretically lead to a shift in foreign 

policy in order to assist those affected. Diplomat George Kennan believed that the news 

media were the catalyst that led to American troops landing in Somalia in 1993, writing 

that “there can be no question that the reason for this acceptance lies primarily with the 

exposure of the Somalia situation by the American media” (1993, A25). If this 

occurred, this effect would be significant in the field of DRR as the news media could 

have meaningful effects in terms of influencing government policies, both in relation to 

providing aid foreign disasters and for preparing communities for local impacts of 

disaster events.  
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However, measuring the news media’s influence on policymakers is problematic, and 

the theory has been critiqued by academics. There is evidence of the news media having 

some influence on foreign policy, but conditions such as policy uncertainty and elite 

dissensus need to be present (Drury, Olson, and Van Belle 2005; Livingston 1997; 

Livingston 2011; Robinson 1999; Van Belle 2008). Instead of the news media being 

perceived as the main drivers of any shift in foreign policy, it is now widely understood 

that they are not influential enough to cause any change in policy without the issue 

being adopted by elite figures.  

 

Localisation and the Elite Influence on the News 

Another relevant theory and possible impediment to the practice of localisation is the 

elite dominance of the news in setting the agenda. The construction of news is the result 

of an external set of conditions and conventions which dictate how the news is 

produced. One of these conditions is the interdependent relationship between journalists 

and the political elite, as “journalists, in attempting to fulfil public interest aims and 

present authoritative accounts, purposively seek out those who already appear 

knowledgeable, authoritative or representative” (Davis 2007, 40). At the same time, 

political elites require the media to communicate policies with the voting public. The 

result of these “symbiotic relationships” is that the news “reflects the strange mutual 

dependencies (punctuated by occasional bursts of antagonism) between reporters and 

officials” (Bennett, Lawrence, and Livingston 2007, 3). Because “reporters 

overwhelmingly turn to officials as sources for stories and for framing the content of 

stories,” these political actors hold some influence over how the story is constructed 

(Bennett 1994, 177). Consequently, elite sources arguably come to “dominate the 

reporting of political as well as most other news sources” (Davis 2010, 69). This effect 
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of the use of elite sources in the news media has been derided by several political 

communication scholars.  

 

The elite manipulation of the news media through their calculated use of the media has 

caused much angst. This process led to arguments that the American press was “in 

crisis” in 2007 with the argument made that “the press has grown too close to the 

sources of power in this nation, making it largely the communication mechanism of the 

government, not the people” (Bennett, Lawrence, and Livingston 2007, 1). This 

arguably presents a significant obstacle to realising the ideal democratic process where 

the media function as a fourth estate and challenge the centres of power. W. Lance 

Bennett lamented that “as long as the distribution of power is narrow and decision 

processes are closed, journalists will never be free of their dependence on the small 

group of public relations experts, official spokespersons, and powerful leaders whose 

self-serving pronouncements have become firmly established as the bulk of the daily 

news” (1988, xii). However, the media may still be able to fulfil their ideal democratic 

function of campaigning on behalf of civil society through the interdependent 

relationship with political actors. Aeron Davis noted the fact that “there are several 

documented cases of elites being influenced in their decision-making by media 

campaigns” (2007, 60). Even more influential could be a mutually beneficial 

relationship between the media and political actors in discussions of policy 

entrepreneurship. If the political elite realise the potential benefits for them in 

campaigning for disaster risk reduction as per Van Belle’s model, the elite dominance 

of the news media could be exploited to foster the public will for DRR. 

 

Localisation and Agenda Setting 
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Agenda setting theory is relevant to the process of localisation as if news media do have 

the ability to ‘set the agenda’, then framing the coverage of foreign disasters in terms of 

local vulnerabilities may have the effect of generating local debate on issues of DRR. It 

is a particularly valid news theory as it does not assume any effects of persuasion over 

the audience’s actual political values or opinions. Instead, it proposes that the news 

media may hold influence in determining what issues are worth debating. As Bernard 

C. Cohen wrote, the news media “may not be successful much of the time in telling 

people what to think, but it is stunningly successful in telling its readers what to think 

about” (1963, 13). In this they are theoretically effective as they are able to “force 

attention to certain issues” by “constantly presenting objects suggesting what 

individuals in the mass should think about, know about, have feelings about” (Lang and 

Lang 1966, 468).  

 

McCombs and Shaw conducted research which supported the agenda-setting theory, 

concluding that “interpreting the evidence from this study as indicating mass media 

influence seems more plausible than alternative explanations” (1972, 185). Likewise, 

Iyengar and Kinder performed an investigation into the theory in television news, 

finding that “our evidence decisively sustains the agenda-setting hypothesis” (1987, 

33). They deduced that “when television news focuses on a problem, the public’s 

priorities are altered, and altered again as television moves on to something new 

(Iyengar and Kinder 1987, 33). This evidence supporting agenda setting theory is 

significant for DRR as if the news media does localise coverage of foreign disasters, it 

is logical that they would be successful in getting the issue into the public agenda, 

providing a platform for policy entrepreneurs to make political gains by advocating 

DRR.  
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Localisation in Practice 

The practice of localisation is imperative for news producers as they make content to 

suit the needs of their audiences. Arguably, in locally-produced news media, “the 

media’s cultural and economic imperatives of audience appeal are amplified” (Reese 

and Buckalew 1995, 41). This could be because “stories that are easily recognisable and 

of relevance to the local audience are more likely to appear than other items” so it is 

logical that “global stories are often made more relevant to a local audience by giving 

them a local spin” (Rolston and Mclaughlin 2004, 191). Theoretically, audiences will 

respond well to content which directly affects them, but once the bulletins stray from 

this they may be less willing to engage with the wider context of the topic. Roy Krøvel 

found this to be the case in environmental news in Norway, where the focus of the 

stories had to be on specific local issues, as NGOs “found it hard to compete for media 

attention as the media interest turned from pollution, roads, dams and local matters to 

the very complex question of global climate change” (2012, 272).  

 

Because of this, events are portrayed differently in different regions, as “mainstream 

mass media around the world sometimes construct an identical media agenda, but they 

frame events according to their own home-grown narratives” (Hafez 2011, 486). Kai 

Hafez argues that this means that “international exchanges of images and information… 

are no guarantee for global intertextuality in news, for a growing awareness of the 

others’ stories and perspectives or for more complexity in the mass media’s world 

views” (2011, 486). Instead, “the media are by origin, practice and convention very 

much national institutions and respond to domestic political and social pressures and to 

the expectation of their audiences” (McQuail 1994, 121). Although the flow of 
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information in a globalised world is international, the character of news media is largely 

still national, perhaps reflecting an international political system which is still organised 

around nation-states (Hafez 2011, 493). Indeed, Dimitrova et al. found that “national 

media are influenced by the overall political environment in which they exist” when 

analysing international news coverage of the beginning of the second Gulf War in 2003 

(Dimitrova 2005, 35). 

 

Lisbeth Clausen researched the differences in news production in television news 

stations in Japan and Denmark, and found there to be both similarities and differences 

between the two countries. She argues that the “ability of both knowing international 

affairs and knowing the receiving audience was found to be essential in the framing of 

international news information and an important element in the process of presenting 

events to a national audience” (Clausen 2004, 25). This would involve the news 

producer interpreting the overseas event and constructing their coverage to emphasise 

the parts of the story which make it meaningful for their specific audience. This duality 

had been previously described by Roland Robertson as the process of the 

“interpenetration of the universalism of particularism and the particularization of 

universalism,” where news producers produce international news for a local audience 

(1992, 100). In effect, “international news is presented within frames of interpretation 

of local audiences in each nation, which makes global news particular to each country” 

(Clausen 2004, 27).  

 

This localisation, in a counter-reaction to globalising forces in international news flows, 

is essential for producing content for local audiences. Gurevitch, Levy and Roeh 

summarised this idea by stating how “media maintain both global and culturally 
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specific orientations – such as by casting far-away events in frameworks that render 

these events comprehensible, appealing and relevant to domestic audiences; and second, 

by constructing the meanings of these events in ways that are compatible with the 

culture and the dominant ideology of societies they serve” (1991, 206). News producers 

produce content for local audiences as “although no nation would oppose inflows of 

foreign cultures and information per se, it would like to keep it under a certain level or 

under its control” (Ito 1990, 441). News producers achieve this by actively framing 

articles for their local audience, demonstrating a degree of autonomy in doing so, even 

if the news story had an international focus.  

 

Hillel Nossek argues that this localisation is a negative practice in the coverage of 

political violence, as “the more ‘national’ the report is, the less ‘professional’ it will be, 

i.e. the closer the reporters/editors are to a given news event in terms of national 

interest, the further they are from applying professional news values” (2004, 343). He 

refers to normative professional theory, where journalists are required to direct their 

content towards the specific audience they are addressing in a “domestic filter” (Nossek 

2004, 347). He suggests that “journalists and editors ‘wear a pair of domestic glasses’ 

when dealing with foreign news” which means that “only when the event is defined as 

either ‘ours’ or ‘theirs’, can the journalist decide whether to apply a professional or a 

national-patriotic ‘frame’ when covering the event” (Nossek 2004, 349-350). This 

national perspective on the news helps “explain the domestication and localisation of 

stories,” where the national frame “precedes all other frames and dictates which line the 

coverage will take” (Nossek 2004, 363). This arguably affects the objectivity of the 

news as national perspectives trump professional journalistic values, acting to distort 

the coverage, although these might align in the instance of disaster risk communication. 
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Localisation and Local News Producers 

Looking specifically at local news producers, it is informative to review how they 

localise stories in order to make their news relevant and meaningful for their audiences. 

It is important to note that there is a history of the glorification of local news media 

organisations. Walter Lipmann exhorted the qualities of local newspapers in a speech in 

1949 because they were accountable to the communities “where they are written, where 

they are edited, and where they are read” (quoted in Overholser 1999, 49). Reviewing a 

local radio reporter’s performance during the second World War, Chris W. Allen 

admired how “when he could he talked about conditions or events by relating them to 

Iowa or the Midwest,” demonstrating a healthy “respect for his audience” while 

tailoring his coverage to make it meaningful to them (2000, 49).  

 

Supporting this notion of the local news producer as providing a service to 

communities, Stephen D. Reese and Bob Buckalew argue that “local television strives 

to be seen as an involved member of the community and wants to appear supportive to 

local community institutions” (1995, 47-48). This leads them to “seek means of 

establishing a sense of community through common symbols and interests” (Reese and 

Buckalew 1995, 53). This may lead to differences between local and national news 

producers, as they “differ on occasion with respect to what is newsworthy, and their 

differences obviously reflect different concepts of responsibility and differing degrees 

of sensitivity to local concerns” (Turner 1980, 285). These differences are especially 

salient in their coverage of non-local disasters, as an at-risk community is likely to 

interpret the disaster differently to the national news outlet with a broader audience, 

most of which may not be in an at-risk community. 
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The notion of the ‘local’ is not strictly confined to geographical proximity however, as 

outlined by John J. Pauly and Melissa Eckert. They contend that “it can also reference 

citizenship, social status, religious belief, or economic situation” depending on the 

target audience of the medium (Pauly and Eckert 2002, 314). Indeed, Michael Conniff 

argued that “‘Local’ is who you are, and what you care about” and that “it can have 

very little to do with where you happen to live” (qtd. in Pauly and Eckert 2002, 320). 

Bill Rolston and Greg Mclaughlin looked at coverage of the 2003 Iraq in Northern 

Ireland and found that localisation of the conflict occurred along their enduring 

sectarian divide, “with unionists broadly in support of the war effort and nationalists 

fervently opposed” (2004, 196). They found that “for the first time in decades, people in 

Northern Ireland had come together to voice their opposition to events remote from 

their own ‘local difficulties’” (Rolston and Mclaughlin 2004, 194-195). Localisation 

occurred through interviews with troops from Northern Ireland which delivered “good 

news values for reporters and editors: they provided local drama and colour, and a vital 

connection between readers and the distant conflict in the Gulf” (Rolston and 

Mclaughlin 2004, 199). However, the authors also saw “stories and items that strained 

the local connection, sometimes to a barely credible extent” as the newspapers sought to 

highlight the conflict as being relevant and meaningful to their readers (Rolston and 

Mclaughlin 2004, 199). This demonstration of forced and unsuccessful localisation is 

perhaps indicative of the emphasis placed on it by editors and journalists.  

 

Localisation and Translation in the BBC World Service 

An interesting example of the localisation of news stories in a globalised news 

environment is the process of translation, especially in an international news producer 
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such as the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC). The British Broadcasting 

Corporation World Service [BBC WS] produces news for a variety of different regions 

in different languages, which resulted in “an irreducible tension between the World 

Service as a translation factory and the same World Service functioning as a relativizing 

agency, serving each audience with something approaching with something 

approaching their own terms and standards” (Podkalicka 2011, 144).  

 

In recent years there has been an ideological shift in the World Service with 

technological advances as it was now “not good enough to broadcast global news for [a] 

global audience but we [at the BBC] had now local audiences listening to us on FM so 

it was impossible to ignore regional or national stories in those countries” 

(Sohohubenko qtd. in Podkalicka 2011, 146). In effect, "after globalizing (i.e.de-

localizing) news stories, BBC WS language services localize them again” according to 

“assumptions made about the knowledge, comprehension and cultural reference points 

of the target audience” (Cheesman, Nohl and the BBC WS US Elections Study Group 

2011, 219). This results in the fact that even for global news events like the US 

elections, “within BBC WS there is still potential for different accents to be placed and 

heard” (Cheesman, Nohl and the BBC WS US Elections Study Group 2011, 231). This 

has helped the BBC to develop “strong connections with their communities” as 

“appropriate and sensitive procedures of translation in globalising or localising news” 

become increasingly important (Podkalicka 2011, 149).  

 

Localisation and Disaster Coverage 

There are some journal articles which add to the knowledge of localisation, each 

providing some insight into how news coverage may differ according to how relevant 
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an event is perceived by a new consumer to their own circumstances. H. Denis Wu 

found that “a mixture of forces that shape international news coverage worldwide – 

economic interest, information availability, and production cost of international news 

are apparently at work in determining the volume of information from abroad,” but it 

“centres on the powerful” (2000, 126). In a similar investigation, Folker Hanusch 

examined the reporting of death in news media, and how and why the extent of the 

coverage and the nature of the coverage vary (2008, 342-343). He proposed that how 

the people died may be important to the coverage “in that if the audience can relate with 

the circumstances, they might identify more easily with the event” (Hanusch 2008, 342-

343).  

 

Likewise, Claire Wardle claimed in her analysis of child murders in the US and UK 

press that “a personally threatening angle to a story also increases newsworthiness, and 

the ‘it could happen to you’ element of certain stories undoubtedly fuels interest” (2006, 

518). Identification of the audience with the victim is important, as Hanusch concluded 

that cultural, political, economic, geographical and linguistic proximity to the affected 

country determined the amount of coverage of their deaths (2008, 354). In effect, the 

levels of coverage were determined by the ability of the audience to empathise and 

identify with the stricken community’s suffering.  

 

This factor is potentially important to the analysis of news coverage of overseas disaster 

events. Tierney, Bevc and Kuligowski contribute to this discussion by contending that 

“decisions about what and how much to cover with respect to specific disaster events 

are often rooted in judgements about the social value of disaster events and on 

conceptions of social distance and difference” (2006, 62). Looking beyond the practices 
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of the newsroom, they argue that “media treatments of disasters both reflect and 

reinforce broader societal and cultural trends, socially constructed metanarratives, and 

hegemonic discourse practices that support the status quo and the interests of elites” 

(Tierney, Bevc, and Kuligowski 2006, 62).  

 

Christine C. M. Leung and Yu Huang note that this is manifested in accusations that 

“western media, influenced by their ideological position and/or national interest 

considerations, will use their hegemonic power systematically to construct negative 

images and media representations of underprivileged others: usually the less-developed 

countries” (2007, 676). They also outline the popular conception that “journalists, when 

describing foreign contexts, routinely use binary oppositions that essentialize the 

complex and contradictory reality into core attributes of a nation and history to 

construct a reductive ideological contrast between ‘us’ and ‘them’ (Leung and Huang 

2007, 676). This is particularly instructive in the process of localisation – through 

constructing this narrative, journalists can either relate the event they are covering to 

their audience, or dismiss it as being irrelevant, as if the plight of those ‘others’ is not 

applicable to their circumstances. This is significant to the discourse of DRR – the 

journalistic separation of the victims as either ‘us’ or ‘them’ affects the event’s 

pertinence to their audience, and influences the ability of DRR to become on the public 

agenda in the third person community. 

 

The Othering Effect 

The distinct differentiation between communities in the news media is an example of 

othering, where one group’s differences are emphasised in “the process of attaching 

moral codes of inferiority to difference” (Krumer-Nevo and Sidi 2012, 300). This 
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notion is evident in the news coverage of overseas disasters where the stricken 

community is depicted as almost deserving their suffering because of issues such as 

their lack of preparedness, poverty, poor construction, poor government, corruption or 

overpopulation. Peter Teo’s observation of “discursive strategies that blame the victims 

for their circumstances on their own social, economic and even cultural disadvantage” 

can be taken and applied to the news coverage of overseas disasters (2000, 8) Tzvetan 

Todorov outlined three dimensions of the relationship between the self and other, which 

are applicable to the news coverage of overseas disasters. These dimensions included 

value judgements, where the other is perceived as being either inherently ‘good’ or 

‘bad’; social distance, where the other is perceived as either psychologically or 

physically distant; and knowledge, where the other is perceived as being unknown 

either historically or culturally (Todorov 1984).  

 

Indeed, despite the notions of objectivity in the news media, anecdotal evidence 

suggests that this othering is commonplace in the field. For instance, Stuart Allan wrote 

of a journalistic “culture of othering” where women and some ethnic groups were 

routinely discriminated against in the news (2010). Amir Lupovici’s framework for 

teaching International Relations in terms of “Me and the Other” can be applied to the 

construction of the ‘me’ and the ‘we’ in news, especially as these relationships change 

in the aftermath of a natural disaster – the ‘other’ may become the ‘we’ in a disaster 

event depending on the level of identification between the two communities (2012). 

Krumer-Nevo and Benjamin determined that “the oppressive power of the news derives 

from the impassable barrier it draws between ‘us’ and ‘them’ and the social distancing 

it creates” (2010, 695). This is especially significant in the reporting of overseas 



	   	  

57	  
	  

disasters as this perception that the other is unlike the audience of the newspapers could 

prevent lessons being learned from other disasters. 

 

Therefore, just as it is possible for news media to localise overseas disaster events and 

frame them in terms of their own vulnerabilities, they are similarly able to dismiss these 

events as irrelevant to their situation through othering. Tierney, Bevc and Kuligowski 

noted in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina in Louisiana that “many of the nation's 

large urban agglomerations, and their populations, are at risk from future extreme 

events”, including “New York City, Los Angeles, the Bay Area of Northern California, 

and Miami” (2006, 76). However, despite this, there remains the danger of future 

disaster events impacting “highly vulnerable urban places” which are “home to highly 

diverse populations, including many who are forced to live in poverty” (Tierney, Bevc, 

and Kuligowski 2006, 76). The victims of Katrina in New Orleans could have been 

‘othered’ in coverage of the disaster by being presented as being somehow different 

from the audience because of their poverty, race or ethnicity.  

 

Another example of othering involved Fabienne Darling-Wolfe examination of Le 

Monde and the New York Times’ coverage of Hurricane Katrina and the Parisian race 

riots. She found that both sides were more willing to point the finger at the other 

nation’s racial problems than confront issues of race in their own backyard (Darling-

Wolf 2008). Their coverage of their domestic issue was remarkably different from their 

coverage of the foreign event:  

 

“while both newspapers were at times quite critical of the respective contexts in 

which they operate, their coverage of ‘local’ events followed patterns familiar to 
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media scholars: the linkage of poverty to race, the subtle ‘blaming of the victim’, 

the tendency to link African-Americans to crime and violence, the failure to fully 

address or ‘explaining away’ of the structural underlying causes of the problems at 

hand” (Darling-Wolf 2008, 367).  

 

In contrast to the newspapers’ coverage of their own domestic events, “the other 

nation’s ‘race problem’ was interpreted as indicative of a total system failure” (Darling-

Wolf 2008, 367). Likewise, in a comparison of coverage of the 2003 Iraq War in the 

United States and overseas news media, Dimitrova and her colleagues found that 

“international media were much more likely to discuss and analyze issues such as 

blame and responsibility for the war” than American online media (2005, 35-36). This 

could potentially be because it is easier to criticise from a detached perspective than it is 

from inside a state experiencing the trauma of a war effort. This could also be applied to 

a disaster stricken community in the aftermath of a disaster event. 

 

Coverage of the continent of Africa is also susceptible to accusations of othering. It has 

been labelled as a troubled continent where “every bit of bad news – civil wars, military 

coups, refugees, and displaced persons, drought and disease – has sadly reinforced a 

mood of fatalism or, still worse, callous unconcern’” (Adams 1986; Dahlgren and 

Chakrapani 1982; de Beer 2010; Golan 2008; Merrill 1995, 2004). As such, it is hard 

for Western news media to empathise with African communities, meaning it is almost 

impossible for localisation to occur in their coverage of the continent.  

 

Susan Weill and Laura Castañeda coined the term ‘empathetic rejectionism’ when 

analysing the editorial policies of African American newspapers in the American South 

towards stories of significance to the Latino community. They defined the term as the 
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newspapers’ “editorial empathy for a topic coupled with rejection of press coverage 

based on fear of social, financial or political consequences” (Weill and Castañeda 2004, 

539). While the latter half of the definition may not be applicable to the coverage of 

overseas disaster events, the concept of empathetic rejectionism is relevant to the 

process of othering in the news coverage of disasters. This could involve empathetic 

coverage of the event, sympathising with victims while rejecting the significance of the 

event in terms of their own vulnerabilities due to the stricken community’s ineffective 

preparation, lack of building standards, political corruption or poor warning systems. If 

this occurs, it would be difficult for DRR to become on the public agenda. If so, third 

person communities may miss their opportunity to learn from overseas disaster events. 

 

Localisation is a process worthy of further study as it has the ability to provide insight 

into how local and national news organisations operate. Therefore it is important to 

ascertain how localisation is occurring in third person communities. Localisation is a 

result of the process of gatekeeping in determining the newsworthiness of stories and in 

potentially setting the agenda in the news media’s location. It is potentially an 

influential practice in the production of news, and more research is necessary to 

determine its impact on that process. There are some examples of local news operations 

localising material to make stories more relevant and meaningful to their audiences, just 

as there has been a new emphasis on localising content in translation processes in the 

BBC World Service, but more research of this is necessary to bridge the gaps in 

understanding between these theories.  

 

However, stories can also be determined to be irrelevant and not meaningful to 

audiences through the process of othering. This is especially worthy of academic 
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consideration, and will also be investigated in the structured qualitative content analysis 

of the Seattle Times and the Vancouver Sun’s coverage of overseas earthquakes. For 

Van Belle’s model for implementing effective DRR measures to successfully occur, 

there needs to be localisation of a foreign disaster event in the third person community’s 

news media. The localisation of vulnerabilities has the potential to set the agenda and 

help to generate public debate over DRR, so that the third person community may 

eventually be better prepared for natural hazards. However, it is also possible for 

othering to occur and for the overseas disaster event to be dismissed as irrelevant or to 

the community. This would make it extremely difficult to use the event as a catalyst for 

DRR to become on the public agenda in the third person community.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHODOLOGY 

This chapter provides an overview of the methodology used in the content analysis of 

the coverage of six overseas earthquakes in the Seattle Times and the Vancouver Sun. 

The typologies of localisation are described and operationalised in order to explain how 

the findings of the investigation were obtained. The focal questions are introduced as 

central points to focus the evaluation of how localisation occurred in the person 

communities. An explanation of the methodology clarifies why elements of both 

content analysis and discourse analysis were used to reveal the nature of localisation. 

The risk of encountering confirmation bias is addressed with an explanation of the steps 

taken to avoid it occurring. The structured qualitative content analysis provided the best 

methodology to reveal the nature of the news coverage of the overseas earthquakes. 

 

The hypothesis of the thesis proposed that the nature of localisation in the news 

coverage of the six overseas earthquakes in the Seattle Times and the Vancouver Sun 

would change depending on the level of development of the stricken community. For 

instance, communalisation would theoretically be more pronounced in the coverage of 

earthquakes in Japan, Italy and Chile, where comparisons are made between 

communities to establish an affinity between them. Conversely, othering would 

theoretically be more apparent following the earthquakes in Turkey, Pakistan and Haiti, 

where differences between communities are emphasised. The nature of the localisation 

is crucial for DRR to become on the public agenda. If the third person community 

cannot see themselves as potential victims of a similar hazard, it is unlikely that they 

will learn lessons from non-local disasters.  
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The hypothesis was developed on the assumption that it would be easier for journalists, 

editors and their audiences to relate to the more developed communities than it would 

be to relate to the lesser-developed disaster stricken communities. It was theorised that a 

disastrous earthquake in Japan was theoretically more likely to resonate with the Pacific 

Northwest as they would potentially share many of the same DRR measures and be 

similarly prepared for the earthquake, prompting more localisation. However, an 

earthquake in Haiti would be likely to be dismissed as irrelevant to the third person 

communities as there are many developmental and economic differences between the 

Pacific Northwest and Haiti. If this was to be the case, it would suggest that there are 

opportunities for DRR advocates to use this coverage to help create the public will for 

the implementation of DRR in Olson, Prieto and Hoberman’s “mirror countries” (2011). 

However, this form of localisation could prevent a public debate from occurring in third 

person communities who do not identify with the stricken community. A better 

understanding of the differences in coverage of non-local disasters would provide DRR 

advocates with the opportunity to better capitalise on overseas disaster events to 

campaign for DRR in third person communities. 

 

A key consideration was to establish a framework that could be repeated so that another 

researcher could use the same methodology and find similar results. For this reason, this 

research was carried out as a structured qualitative content analysis, which combines 

the holistic attention to detail of qualitative methods with a formalised structure 

borrowed from quantitative research methods. This method would be used to test the 

hypothesis using a system of qualitative coding, allowing scope for evaluative analysis 

at the same time. As this was an exploratory study to some extent, and the nature of 
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localisation itself is difficult to narrow down to a series of phrases or key words, the 

structured qualitative content analysis suited the needs of the investigation. While 

quantitative analysis may be useful as “a means of revealing patterns in news content”, 

it can sometimes also have limitations in that it can contribute to the simplification of 

complex issues by leading to overarching conclusions of an entire concept (Ericson, 

Baranek, and Chan 2009, 132). The qualitative content analysis meant that the news 

coverage could be interpreted through close reading of the articles, and subtle patterns 

across the coverage could be identified. The limited scope of the investigation meant 

that a small sample size was required, but it was sufficient to reveal the nature of the 

localisation of overseas disasters in the newspapers in the two third person communities. 

 

To establish a consistent approach to the research and the process of coding, the focal 

questions were developed to ensure that the same elements are identified in every 

newspaper article. In order to find answers to these questions in the sample of 

newspaper articles, a customised methodology was developed. Maxfield and Babbie’s 

work highlights how qualitative methods are best suited to this investigation, as “in 

addition to greater detail, nonnumerical observations seem to convey a greater richness 

of meaning than do quantified data” (2009, 23). Moreover, the depth of analysis 

available to qualitative researchers is complemented by a process of gathering and 

evaluating data in the pursuit of “plausible relationships proposed among concepts and 

sets of concepts” (Strauss and Corbin 1994, 278). The typology of localisation and the 

focal questions helped to establish some consistency to make the findings more 

systematic and comparable. Because the process of localisation cannot be easily 

converted into numerical form, it was not well-suited to be evaluated through 

quantitative measures alone, but instead lent itself to analysis through qualitative 
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interpretive methods. While some quantitative measures were used to assess the total 

number of stories that demonstrated the different types of localisation, the nature of the 

coverage was better understood through qualitative interpretation of the newspaper 

articles to determine how the two communities were constructed in the coverage.  

 

To maintain the replicability of the research process, the investigation involved the use 

of a coding schedule with the focal questions in order to uncover evidence of the five 

types of localisation in each newspaper article. This would help to avoid the possibility 

of inconsistent coding across different examples. The investigation utilised the three-

pronged practice of memoing as outlined by Babbie to make sense of the data and 

identify patterns and trends within it. This involved the writing of code notes to identify 

key “code labels and their meanings”; theoretical notes as “reflections of the 

dimensions and deeper meanings of concepts, relationships among concepts, theoretical 

propositions, and so on”; and operational notes to “deal primarily with methodological 

issues” (Babbie 2010, 404-405). This system allowed for the typology of localisation to 

be developed and refined in order to categorise the patterns discovered in the content 

analysis.  

 

The structured qualitative content analysis was adopted because it involved elements of 

both quantitative and qualitative research methods to answer the focal questions. The 

quantitative elements were useful because they helped to provide a means to answer the 

focal questions through the data sample in measures of frequency and volume of 

newspaper articles demonstrating localisation. Quantitative analysis generally “assumes 

repetition is the most valuable indicator of significance,” so “the emphasis is on what 

can be reasonably classified so that it can be counted” (Ericson, Baranek, and Chan 
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2009, 132). This form of analysis was useful as it enables direct comparison across 

cases, as the quantification “often makes our observations more explicit, [and it] makes 

it easier to aggregate and summarize data” (Maxfield and Babbie 2009, 23). The 

quantitative results of the investigation helped to show trends and patterns which 

provide some perspective on how the nature of the news coverage of overseas disasters 

changes differs according to the level of development of the stricken country.  

 

However, it is important to acknowledge that these methods alone were not enough to 

reveal the nature of this coverage. Roger D. Wimmer and Joseph R. Dominick 

identified four key limitations of content analysis. They outlined how the “findings of a 

particular content analysis are limited to the framework of the categories and definitions 

used in that analysis”, how a researcher may need to evaluate a large body of data to be 

able to sustain and validate conclusions made on the basis of their content analysis 

(Wimmer and Dominick 1997, 115). It is vital that quantitative researchers ask the right 

questions – there remains room for distortion and misrepresentation of the data if the 

focus of the investigation is skewed. Unfortunately this standard content analysis was 

not enough by itself to uncover the nature of the content, which required a degree of 

interpretation. Because of the difficulties involved in labelling indications of 

localisation as a certain set of phrases or key words, it does not lend itself easily to a 

quantitative content analysis alone. 

 

Qualitative research offered a means for the researcher to view the data in fine detail, 

combing through the newspaper articles to uncover nuances and trends which would not 

necessarily be apparent in a broader investigation (Wimmer and Dominick 1997, 84). 

The qualitative elements of the investigation helped to establish a method that 
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“involved a continuing interplay between data collection and theory…where data 

collection, analysis and theory are more intimately intertwined” than in quantitative 

analysis (Babbie 2009, 394). This type of analysis provided the means for the typology 

of localisation to be developed, which identified how the newspapers localised their 

coverage for their local audiences. This meant that there was a stronger potential for the 

theory and the method to construct the object of analysis than in in a solely quantitative 

analysis. The methodology included “the key process in the analysis of qualitative 

social research data” of coding each newspaper article, and the process entailed 

“classifying or categorising individual pieces of data” so that trends across the sample 

would become apparent (Babbie 2010, 400). This methodology helped to identify that 

while othering occurred in the newspaper coverage of all six earthquakes; it tended to 

attribute blame for the scale of the disaster on the countries with the lower HDI 

rankings. This was done through descriptions of the stricken country’s amount of social 

disorder, its troubled history of the country, their degree of poverty and the perception 

of the country’s inability to cope with the disaster without international assistance.  

 

As “some research situations and topics require elements of both [methodological] 

approaches,” this investigation required elements of both quantitative and qualitative 

methods (Maxfield and Babbie 2009, 24). An advantage of this was that the qualitative 

elements helped to uncover meaningful trends in the data. Maxfield and Babbie wrote 

that “in addition to greater detail, nonnumerical observations seem to convey a greater 

richness of meaning than do quantified data” (Maxfield and Babbie 2009, 23). 

However, this also presents a potential problem for replicating the analysis and 

establishing the validity of the findings.  While “the aim of data analysis is the 

discovery of patterns among the data, patterns that point to theoretical understandings 
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of social life,” there was the danger that these patterns may only be apparent to the 

researcher (Babbie 2010, 400). Indeed, Earl Babbie argued that: 

 

“The most difficult task for social scientists lies in producing powerful analyses of 

qualitative data…qualitative analysis depends more on the individual insights of the 

researcher than on the tools available to support the analysis. Qualitative analysis 

remains today as much of an art as a science” (Babbie 2010, 391). 

 

There were issues of validity at stake here, as because the investigation involved the 

researcher’s own perception of the reality, there are potential problems of validation for 

researchers forming conclusions solely from any kind of data. For this reason, the 

analysis of newspaper articles in this investigation was undertaken against the focal 

questions using the different typologies of localisation, which gave a consistent 

structure to the coding process and ensured the replicability of the analysis. This 

analysis establishes validity through the patterns manifest in the content which 

demonstrated quantitative patterns of localisation which support the qualitative findings.  

 

Avoiding the Confirmation Bias 

One dangerous trap to avoid was that of the analysis simply confirming the hypothesis 

of the investigation, reaffirming what was believed to be the case in the data. Raymond 

S. Nickerson interpreted the confirmation bias as “the seeking or interpreting of 

evidence in ways that are partial to existing beliefs, expectations, or a hypothesis in 

hand” (1998, 175). This process is sometimes manifest in situations where “persons 

biased towards their own hypotheses do not properly consider alternative hypotheses 

and disregard factors that might disprove their ideas – a mechanism that systematically 

impedes the possibility to reject the hypothesis to be true” (Hergovich, Schott, and 
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Burger 2010, 189). Babbie wrote, “researchers face an obvious risk of seeing what they 

are looking for or want to find…experienced qualitative analysts avoid this pitfall 

through a deliberate awareness of their own values and preferences as well as adherence 

to established techniques for data collection and analysis” (2010, 418). There was a risk 

that the analysis of articles could have been unintentionally weighted towards 

confirming Van Belle’s model. The consistent application of the coding criteria ensured 

focus, removed ambiguity and helped ensure that the analysis was based on patterns in 

the data and not the researcher’s own biases. 

 

Figure 2. The Typologies of Localisation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

	  

Communalisation	  

	  

Localisation	  

	  

Partial	  	  	  	  	  
Communalisation	  

	  

Neutral	  

Localisation	  

	  

Othering	  

	  

Partial	  	  	  	  	  	  
Othering	  



	   	  

69	  
	  

The Typologies of Localisation 

A set of typologies of localisation were established which could illustrate the nature of 

the localisation. After piloting of the coding schedule, it became evident that there were 

five different types of localisation, generally in keeping with a five-point spectrum [see 

diagram].  It is important to note that some articles did not feature localisation at all. 

This was a relatively frequent occurrence, especially in the immediate aftermath of the 

earthquake where there are neither direct nor indirect comparisons made between the 

locality of the newspaper and the stricken community. However, during the piloting of 

the coding schedule it was noticeable that localisation did occur, but that there were 

some differences in how the overseas earthquakes were related to the audience in the 

third person community. Accordingly, the newspaper articles were coded against these 

five types of localisation in this investigation. The different types of localisation were 

explicit communalisation, partial communalisation, neutral localisation, partial othering 

and explicit othering. This constitutes a critical theoretical development of Van Belle’s 

model with the introduction of typologies of localisation as the coverage localised the 

overseas disasters in different ways. The introduction of this set of typologies to 

illustrate the nature of localisation is a significant finding of the investigation.  

 

The first of these types of localisation was communalisation, where a direct connection 

was made between the locale of the newspaper and the disaster stricken community, 

establishing an affinity between the two communities. This could include explanations 

or statements indicating why the overseas earthquake is significant to the locality of the 

newspaper. This could involve the direct comparison between the two areas, citing the 

common vulnerability to seismic activity. The hypothesis suggested that this form of 

localisation would occur more regularly with the countries at the top of the HDI table. 
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All of these would constitute an attempt on behalf of the newspaper to make the 

overseas earthquake meaningful and relevant to their readership. 

 

Another category of localisation was partial communalisation. There are several 

indicators which would demonstrate how this type of localisation occurred in any given 

newspaper article. This could include the mention of vulnerabilities in the disaster 

stricken community that are shared by their locality without explicitly comparing the 

two communities. Examples of this include descriptions of the technology used in the 

construction of buildings, the science surrounding the prediction of earthquakes, the 

type of fault, the natural features that proved to be significant in the tremor, or the 

measures taken to prepare for the eventuality of the earthquake. Additionally, partial 

communalisation could include the reporting of facts which may affect the third person 

community, including the impact of the earthquake on the global insurance industry or 

the global economy.  

 

The third type of localisation was neutral localisation, where there was a connection 

made between the stricken community and the third person community which featured 

neither communalisation nor othering. This could be indicated by references to the 

presence of citizens of the third person community living in the stricken community. It 

could also been seen in the citation of people in the third person community with 

friends or relatives in the stricken community or the mention of people from the 

stricken community who were living in the third person community. For instance, if a 

newspaper article states that no citizens from their locality had been affected by the 

event in question; this would be an example of neutral localisation. 
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The fourth category of localisation was partial othering. This could involve the 

citation of factors in the disaster stricken community, which are implied to have 

contributed to the scale of the disaster, which would not apply to the third person 

community. These could include poor government decision making, the effectiveness of 

the response and recovery in the stricken community, poor construction, economic 

policies and poor leadership. Additionally, it could involve such things as describing 

different cultural or religious practices of the stricken community such as the process of 

burial, living arrangements, gender roles, community arrangements. This process serves 

to other the disaster stricken community, presenting them as noticeably different to 

themselves, often implying that they contributed towards the consequences of the 

earthquake. Factors implicitly othering the stricken community were frequently present 

in the newspaper articles.  

 

Othering was the fifth type of localisation, involving the practice of emphasising 

differences between the locality of the newspaper and the disaster stricken community. 

The othering could be through explicit references to differences such as the inadequate 

enforcement of building codes, social disorder, the lack of measures of preparedness, a 

troubled history, poverty, corruption or poor public infrastructure. This content places 

blame on the stricken community through citing their disaster risk reduction as being 

inadequate, especially compared to those measures in the third person community. 

Additionally, othering could take place in the citation of the third person community’s 

involvement in the earthquake recovery and response or the provision of aid to the 

stricken community. There was the potential for a greater proportion of this form of 

localisation to occur in those countries in the bottom of the HDI table. This narrative 

establishes a paternalistic victim-saviour relationship between the communities, where 



	   	  

72	  
	  

the burden is on the third person community to assist the stricken community. This 

presence of this type of localisation is significant as it could prevent a discussion of the 

measures of DRR of the third person community, meaning that it could be more 

difficult to conjure up the public will for improved DRR. 

 

The Focal Questions 

To test the hypothesis, there were three primary areas of interest to explore. In order to 

test whether the nature of localisation in the news coverage of the six overseas 

earthquakes in the Seattle Times and the Vancouver Sun reflected the relative 

development of the disaster stricken country, three focal questions were developed. 

These questions focused the investigation and the collection of data uncovering the 

nature of localisation in the newspaper coverage of overseas earthquakes. The focal 

questions were: 

1) How is the news story about the overseas earthquake constructed for the 

audience in the third person community? 

2) How is the earthquake stricken community constructed in relation to the 

third person community?  

3) How are the measures of disaster mitigation and prevention of the 

earthquake stricken community represented against those in the third person 

community? 

 

Question One - How is the news story about the overseas earthquake constructed 

for the audience in the third person community? 

The first question addresses how the newspaper interpreted the non-local disasters and 

related it to the local audience. The question sought to gain information about how each 



	   	  

73	  
	  

story signalled the salience of the earthquake for the local audience or highlight 

dominant themes or ideas for the local community. The article could involve an effort 

from the newspaper to make the article relevant and meaningful for audience. An 

important aspect of this question is that it addressed the fact that each newspaper article 

was aimed at the local audience in some way and was deemed newsworthy enough to 

publish, so it must have been considered relevant to the local audience at some level.  

 

It is an important question to ask as it addressed the fact that newspaper articles are 

constructed to grab the audience’s attention. The question allowed scope for the 

narrative of the event to be evaluated. It seeks to determine how the newspaper 

constructed the story for the local community through the dominant themes of the 

article. In practical terms, the question required the researcher to write a brief 

description of the type of article, determine how it was pitched at the local audience in 

terms of headline, prominence of the story, and whether it alludes to local issues or 

local people in an attempt to make it meaningful for the local audience. For instance, if 

the article alluded to a specific local highway which was constructed using similar 

materials and technology to a highway which suffered severe damage in the stricken 

community, this would constitute communalisation in the discussions of the local 

community’s vulnerability to a similar seismic event.  

 

Question Two - How is the earthquake stricken community constructed in relation 

to the third person community?  

This question sought to address how the people of the stricken community are 

compared to the people in the third person community. It also looked to reveal the 

nature of the relationship between the two communities. The question seeks to discover 
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if the stricken community is constructed as being similar to the local community or as 

vastly different; in other words, whether the people in the stricken community are 

portrayed as equals or as ‘others’, as ‘us’ or as ‘them’. The question seeks to determine 

whether there are differences between the stricken community and the third person 

community outlined in the newspaper sample. For instance, if the article referred to 

similarities between the two communities in terms of economic prosperity, this would 

constitute communalisation and provide an example of links being drawn between 

communities. Alternatively, othering occurs when an article alludes to specific cultural, 

social or religious differences that distance the local community from the stricken 

community. It is important to analyse the local experience of the event, their reaction to 

it, as well as how the victims of the stricken community are constructed. An important 

aspect of this question is that it looks at how the stricken community is represented and 

how their plight is described. 

 

This is a particularly important issue to analyse as it illustrates the nature of the 

localisation of vulnerabilities in the third person community. How the community is 

constructed will help to determine whether lessons are to be learned from the overseas 

earthquake in the third person community, or whether the experiences of the stricken 

community are to be ignored and disregarded because the local community does not 

identify with them. If the people in the stricken community are represented as equals 

who have suffered from a disaster event, there is potentially more capacity or 

inclination for people in the local community to identify with the victims, making the 

impact of the disaster even more resonant. If the third person community can imagine 

themselves as the community struck by the earthquake, it is much more likely to 

implement measures to prevent similar consequences from occurring if a similar event 
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was to hit them. Likewise, if the people in the stricken community are constructed as 

others, it will become harder for people in the third person community to identify with 

them and see themselves as potential victims in much the same way. If the local 

community cannot see themselves as being similar to those in the stricken community, 

the promotion of DRR as policy would be more difficult. 

 

Question Three - How are the measures of disaster mitigation and prevention of 

the earthquake stricken community represented against those in the third person 

community? 

This question sought to compare the measures of preparation for natural hazards in the 

stricken community against those in the third person community. This is significant for 

the field of DRR because if localisation is occurring, the description of these 

preparations for natural hazards in the stricken community could lead to the discussion 

of local vulnerabilities in the third person community. Similarities and differences in 

these measures between communities could be discussed in the articles produced by 

local newspapers. Indicators of this comparison could include mention of DRR like 

legislation or regulation drafted in the third person community to mitigate their 

vulnerability to a similar event. At the same time, if the connection between DRR in the 

stricken community and those in the third person community is not made or dismissed 

outright, it would be difficult to learn lessons from the disaster event. For instance, if an 

article mentioned the fact that there are DRR measures in place in the third person 

community which were absent in the stricken community, it would be difficult to avoid 

the implication that the third person community is already prepared and did not need to 

discuss their own DRR. 
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This was an important question to ask as the comparative analysis could provide the 

impetus for public discussion of whether they are prepared for a similar event to take 

place at home. If this comparison of DRR between communities is taking place, it could 

potentially trigger discussion among policymakers and the public about the level of 

preparedness in the third person community for a similar event. This investigation 

hypothesised that there would be fewer of these comparisons in the news in the third 

person communities following the earthquakes in the less developed countries. If there 

is a correlation between the level of development in the stricken country and the extent 

of the comparisons about DRR measures, this could have an effect on the ability for the 

third person community to learn lessons from the non-local earthquake. If the 

comparison of risk mitigation between communities is not occurring, the public 

awareness and motivation for DRR may not be strong enough to implement it 

effectively. 

 

These questions provided the framework for the structured qualitative content analysis. 

The questions ensured consistent themes of analysis and helped maintain a coherent set 

of standards for the analysis of the newspaper articles in the sample. Having established 

the focus of the investigation, it was important to outline which methodology was best 

suited to answer the focal questions. Accordingly, the evaluation of the nature of 

localisation in newspaper articles was undertaken through a content analysis with 

qualitative elements.  

 

Sourcing Newspaper Articles to Reveal the Nature of Localisation 

In order to be able to make valid and credible conclusions from a set of data in any 

investigation, it is necessary to establish selection criteria for the newspaper articles as 
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consistent and replicable as possible. The articles were selected in order to be able to 

answer the focal questions and test the hypothesis, so an emphasis was placed on 

articles which had the capacity to demonstrate localisation. This was done to enhance 

reliability and help to explore variations and contradictions in the nature of localisation.  

 

Due to time limitations, only twenty articles per newspaper per earthquake were 

selected for analysis. An initial search was conducted using the search terms “(name of 

country affected, e.g. ‘Japan’)” and “earthquake” in the Proquest Newsstand database 

for the Vancouver Sun, and in the Seattle Times’ own online archive at 

SeattleTimes.com for their articles. These results were limited to those with full text 

available between the initial date of the earthquake and its corresponding date the 

following year. This still produced hundreds of results for some of the earthquakes, so it 

was important to narrow down the search further.  

 

Eventually, the twenty longest articles were chosen for each disaster from each 

newspaper, with repeated articles and stories which only mentioned the earthquakes in 

passing excluded from the sample. Unfortunately, a shortfall in articles in the 

Vancouver Sun following the Italy and Turkey earthquakes resulted in a sample of 229 

newspaper articles. Still, this presented the best chance of uncovering the nature of the 

localisation in the newspaper articles because it was assumed that the longer articles 

would provide enough depth for this to be analysed and shorter articles may not have 

had the space for contextual reflection. Subsequent studies may be able to shed light on 

the proportional use of localisation in news content, but as this was not the focus of this 

study, the methodology was suitable.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

FINDINGS 

Overview 

The structured qualitative content analysis of the 229 newspaper articles demonstrated 

that the nature of the localisation generally changed according to the level of 

development of the stricken community. In terms of number of stories, there was a clear 

but imperfect trend in the data that showed that that communalisation was evident 

following the earthquakes in the more developed stricken countries. However, there 

was an unexpected finding that more stories featuring communalisation in the third 

person communities [TPC] occurred after the earthquakes in Chile and Turkey than 

Japan and Italy. Conversely, there were much more stories indicating othering 

following the earthquakes in Pakistan and Haiti. This quantitative data suggests that the 

nature of the coverage changed according to the level of development of the stricken 

country. Significantly, this was reinforced by the qualitative findings, which suggested 

that the two newspapers in the Pacific Northwest identified with stricken communities 

in some instances, but at other times distanced themselves from them, differentiating 

the hazards faced in their locality from those endured by the stricken community. This 

chapter outlines how these differences in the nature of coverage appeared in the 

investigation. 
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Table 3. The Full Quantitative Findings of the Analysis. 

Indicators of Localisation Japan Italy Chile Turkey Pakistan Haiti 
Communalisation       
Localisation of Vulnerabilities in TPC 13 0 33 12 0 1 
Direct Comparisons between SC and 
TPC 8 0 15 8 0 0 
TPC economy affected by SC 
earthquake 4 0 2 1 2 2 
Contextualisation of TPC against SC 2 0 2 0 0 4 
Relationship of TPC to SC 1 0 0 1 3 0 
Partial Communalisation       
Shared vulnerabilities between 
communities 5 0 7 5 0 0 
Effects of SC earthquake on TPC 5 1 1 2 2 0 
Neutral Localisation       
TPC citizens in SC 11 0 2 0 0 3 
TPC involvement in SC before the 
earthquake 2 0 2 1 0 5 
TPC citizens with relatives/friends in 
SC 1 0 0 2 2 2 
SC citizens in TPC 1 0 0 0 0 1 
Partial Othering       
Poor decision-making of Government 16 7 9 9 8 17 
Effectiveness of the response & 
recovery 15 0 4 5 8 8 
Poor construction 10 11 3 7 3 6 
Cultural differences between TPC and 
SC 11 4 1 0 8 9 
Religious differences between TPC and 
SC 0 4 0 1 5 7 
Poor hygiene 1 0 0 0 4 2 
Foreign policy 0 0 0 0 3 0 
Economic policies 1 1 0 0 0 0 
Deforestation 0 0 0 0 0 1 
Poor leadership 0 0 0 0 0 1 
Othering       
TPC involvement in the SC response & 
recovery 3 0 1 11 25 26 
TPC involvement in the provision of aid 
for the SC 0 4 2 8 23 13 
Social disorder in the SC 0 0 7 1 8 15 
Preparedness 13 3 0 0 0 5 
Troubled history of SC 0 0 2 0 0 19 
Inability of the SC to cope with the 2 0 3 1 2 9 
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earthquake by themselves 
Poverty 0 0 0 0 1 15 
Corruption 2 3 1 2 0 6 
Lack of enforced building codes 0 1 2 3 0 3 
Othering (continued) Japan Italy Chile Turkey Pakistan Haiti 
Public infrastructure 1 0 0 0 0 7 
Hazards 2 0 2 2 1 1 
Education 0 0 0 0 3 5 
Desperation of citizens 0 0 0 0 2 6 
Treatment of children 0 0 0 0 1 6 
Overpopulation 2 0 1 0 0 3 
Stability of SC government 0 0 0 1 1 3 
Inequalities of Wealth 1 0 3 0 0 1 
TPC adoption of SC children 0 0 0 0 0 4 
Insurance 2 1 0 0 0 0 
Treatment of women in SC 0 0 0 0 3 0 
Organised crime 0 2 0 0 0 0 
Xenophobia of SC residents 1 1 0 0 0 0 
Level of development in SC 0 0 1 0 0 0 

 

Answering the first focal question, it was found that news stories were constructed 

differently for the audience in the third person community after each of the six overseas 

earthquakes. Following the earthquakes in the more developed countries, there was a 

theme in the coverage which reminded the local community that they were susceptible 

to a similar seismic event. 59 stories [25.8 per cent] indicated the explicit localisation of 

vulnerabilities; while a further 31 [13.5 per cent] included direct comparisons between 

the third person community and the stricken community. 89.5 per cent of these stories 

followed the earthquakes in Japan, Turkey, and Chile. Interestingly, the earthquake in 

Italy did not prompt the newspaper to communalise their coverage for their local 

audience. However, communalisation was conspicuously absent from the coverage of 

the earthquakes in Pakistan and Haiti, where there were only a few tenuous examples 

where the newspaper attempted to suggest what the impact of a similar tremor on their 

own community might be. It was evident that the construction of the earthquakes in the 
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two newspapers differed according to the level of development of the stricken country, 

although the pattern did not quite manifest itself as clearly as hypothesised.  

 

Table 4. A Comparison of Communalisation and Othering in the Analysis. 

 
Japan  

(UN HDI Rank 12) 
Italy 
(24) 

Chile 
(44) 

Turkey 
(92) 

Pakistan 
(145) 

Haiti 
(158) 

Communalisation 28 0 52 22 5 7 
Othering 29 15 25 29 70 147 

Source: Data from UNDP (2011, 127-130). 

 

The second focal question focussed on how the earthquake stricken communities were 

constructed in relation to the third person community. Again, it was found that the 

relationship between the stricken community and the third person community differed 

according to the level of development of the stricken country. Significantly, the 

quantitative data suggests that there was a general trend where the extent of the othering 

steadily increased as the level of development of the each stricken country decreased. 

The nature of the othering varied according to the development of the stricken 

community, but with the notable exception of Japan, they were portrayed as different to 

the third person communities. The coverage of the earthquakes in Pakistan and Haiti 

was conspicuously different from those of more developed countries, with the emphasis 

of the newspaper articles placed on local involvement in the provision of aid for those 

communities.  

 

50 stories [21.8 per cent] included the local involvement in the provision of aid to the 

stricken community; while a further 66 articles [28.8 per cent] involved the local 

community in the response and recovery efforts in the stricken community. This served 

to establish a narrative where the stricken community was constructed as being victims 
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unable to cope with their earthquake without this assistance from the third person 

communities. Furthermore, the poor decision making of the stricken community’s 

government was reported 66 times [28.8 per cent], a poor response and recovery in the 

stricken community was cited in 40 stories [17.5 per cent], 33 stories [14.4 per cent] 

emphasised cultural differences between communities, and poor construction was noted 

40 times [17.5 per cent] in the coverage of the stricken community. However, the nature 

of this othering varied according to the stricken community – for instance, the 

indicators of othering in Japan were present because of a higher expectation of 

competence in the country by the newspaper compared to when the same indicator was 

evident in the coverage of the earthquake in Haiti. Furthermore, othering was evident in 

several stories which described the stricken communities in Chile, Turkey, Pakistan and 

Haiti as being different to the third person community. 31 stories [13.5 per cent] 

featured social disorder in the stricken community, ten articles [4.3 per cent] described 

poor hygiene, poverty was mentioned in 16 stories [7 per cent], and the troubled history 

of the stricken country was noted in 21 stories [9.2 per cent]. These descriptions served 

to distance the stricken community from the third person community.  

 

The third focal question helped to uncover how the measures of disaster mitigation and 

prevention of the stricken community were represented against those in the third person 

community. The 59 stories [25.8 per cent] which exhibited communalisation through 

the explicit localisation of vulnerabilities demonstrated similarities between the 

communities in the measures of preparedness, methods of construction, warning 

systems, public infrastructure, disaster relief and soil types in Japan, Chile and Turkey. 

There were several articles which noted that lessons could be learned from these 
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disaster events for the third person community, providing the opportunity for policy 

entrepreneurship.  

 

However, it was much more frequent that the DRR in the stricken community was 

negatively compared to those in the third person community. For instance, the 

effectiveness of the measures of response and recovery in the stricken community were 

negatively discussed in 40 stories [17.5 per cent], poor construction featured in 43 

articles [18.8 per cent], and 20 stories [8.7 per cent] featured the stricken community’s 

inability to cope with the earthquake by themselves. These negative comparisons 

occurred following all of the earthquakes, despite there being vast discrepancies 

between the six stricken countries in the extent of the disaster risk reduction in place. 

Generally, there appeared to be an expectation that Japan and Chile would be prepared 

for their earthquakes, but their shortcomings prompted some negative coverage and 

comparisons with the relative third person communities. However, it was commonly 

noted that the DRR in Italy, Turkey, Pakistan and Haiti was inadequate. 

 

The five different types of localisation were apparent in the coverage of overseas 

earthquakes in the Seattle Times and Vancouver Sun. Most significantly, there was 

communalisation through the localisation of vulnerabilities and direct comparisons 

between communities when the stricken community was relatively wealthy, with the 

earthquakes in Japan, Chile and Turkey triggering the majority of the comparisons. 

However, the finding that the earthquake in Chile prompted more of these comparisons 

than any other country suggests that more factors influence the extent of 

communalisation than the level of development of the stricken country alone, for 

instance Chile is not a member of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
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Development [OECD]. There was some partial communalisation evident in the 

discussion of shared vulnerabilities and the effects of the earthquake on the third person 

community following the earthquakes in Japan, Chile and Turkey especially. There 

were also some stories which featured neutral localisation, where the stricken 

community was neither communalised or othered.  

 

Importantly, there was partial othering across all stricken communities, where the 

newspapers referred to differences between themselves and the affected areas in 

government decision making, the ineffective measures of response and recovery, 

cultural othering, and poor construction. The finding that Japan and Haiti prompted the 

majority of these instances of othering was particularly surprising, although the tone of 

this coverage was significantly different between the two countries as Japan were 

criticised against a higher standard of expectation than Haiti. There was clear othering 

in the involvement of the third person community in the provision of aid and the 

response and recovery efforts primarily following the earthquakes in the countries of 

Turkey, Pakistan and Haiti. It was also found that the stricken countries with poorer 

HDI rankings were othered through negative descriptions of social disorder, a lack of 

preparedness, the inability to cope by themselves, poverty, the fact that the country had 

endured a troubled history, and corruption. 

 

Communalisation 

The content analysis revealed that communalisation through the localisation of 

vulnerabilities and direct comparisons between the stricken community and the third 

person community occurred almost exclusively after the earthquakes in the countries 

with higher rankings in the HDI table. However, the pattern was not as clear as 
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expected, and the communalisation occurred most frequently following the earthquake 

in Chile, with the country responsible for 45.6 per cent of the cases of communalisation. 

Evidence was uncovered of the localisation of vulnerabilities following the earthquakes 

in Chile, Japan, and Turkey. This involved the two newspapers using the overseas 

earthquake to ask questions of their own locality’s preparedness for a similar event.  

 

Interestingly, the earthquake in Chile prompted the greatest amount of articles featuring 

communalisation with 52 stories, as well as more direct comparisons between the 

stricken community and the third person communities of the newspapers. This could 

potentially be explained by the fact that the Chilean earthquake occurred along the 

Pacific coast, and that the Chilean earthquake occurred just six weeks after the Haiti 

earthquake, so earthquakes were already on the news media agenda to some extent. The 

earthquakes in Italy, Pakistan and Haiti did not prompt many instances of 

communalisation through the description of shared seismic vulnerabilities. The 

communalisation manifested itself in different forms – including using the overseas 

disaster event to analyse their locality’s own hazards, personal and public preparedness, 

methods of construction, warning systems, and technology.  

 

One indicator of communalisation exhibited in the sample of newspaper articles was the 

explicit reference to hazards in the local community compared to the stricken 

community overseas. This occurred in the coverage of the earthquakes in Japan, Chile 

and Turkey exclusively in both of the newspapers. The coverage of the Japan 

earthquake related that event to the potential for a similar disaster in the Pacific 

Northwest. This was exemplified in a Seattle Times article that used the premise of the 

Kobe earthquake to remind readers of the hazards faced in their own area: “The 
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earthquake that devastated Kobe, Japan, yesterday was a grim reminder – as if we 

needed another one – that the entire Pacific Rim is earthquake country” and that 

“Seismologists regularly remind us that the Puget Sound region is overdue for a major 

quake of its own” (Anon. 1995).  

 

This communalisation was repeated more frequently in the coverage of the Chilean 

earthquake in 2010. This was clearly expressed in an article which focused on the 

hazards faced by the Seattle area and how they are similarly vulnerable to earthquakes 

such as that which struck Chile:   

“We cannot be complacent. We have a threat and a real risk. Collectively, all the 

faults in the region give us a 7 per cent chance of a experiencing a Haiti-style 

earthquake in a 50-year time window and the chance of a Chile-like earthquake 

along our subduction zone is slightly greater — very hefty likelihoods in most of 

our lifetimes” (Le Duc, Schelling, and Ash 2010). 

 

A further comparison of the hazards faced by the region occurred with a local fault 

described as being “capable of producing the same type of mega earthquake and 

inflicting heavy damage on bustling cities like Seattle, Portland and Vancouver” (Chang 

2010a). Sam Steidel, a Cannon Beach City Council member was quoted in another 

article as saying that “Chile really showed what would happen to communities like 

Cannon Beach” (Haight 2010). Another article contended that the earthquake in Chile 

was “the best case study yet for how a truly catastrophic earthquake could impact the 

United States” (Haynes 2010). Similarly, an article in the Vancouver Sun stated that 

Canada should learn lessons as it is a vulnerable country to earthquakes, and that it was) 
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a long way from being prepared for an earthquake like Chile’s (Sinoski and Cohen 

2010).  

 

While the coverage of the Turkey earthquake also featured lessons that could be 

learned, the Seattle Times focused more on insights gained from the earthquake by 

American scientists. The Vancouver Sun coverage of the Turkey earthquake 

acknowledged the potential for a similar event at home, but it centred more on the 

controversy surrounding the Canadian government’s refusal to send the Vancouver 

urban search and rescue team to Turkey. This was exemplified by opinion pieces which 

criticized this decision considering their own vulnerabilities to earthquakes and the fact 

that they may be required closer to home in the future: 

“The earthquake that shattered Turkey last week and took thousands of lives offers 

a shocking glimpse of what Lower Mainlanders might face when the long-predicted 

big one hits here. The clear lessons of Turkey's experience for us makes Ottawa's 

failure to send Canada's only earthquake-trained team quite baffling…Team 

members could only watch the action on television, frustrated at not getting the 

real-life experience they want and need…Vancouver's rescue team fails to get 

needed experience and Canada arrives tardily at the disaster” (Editorial 1999a).   

 

“Turkey has suffered one of the worst disasters of the century, but our federal 

government refused to send B.C.'s earthquake response team to assist in the rescue, 

on the grounds that European teams were closer. This is irresponsible for a 

government whose own citizens are at risk from a similar catastrophe.” (Boucher 

1999). 
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The communalisation was also evident in discussions of the third person communities’ 

preparedness after the earthquakes in Japan, Chile and Turkey. Both newspapers used 

their coverage of the Japan earthquake to comment on their locality’s own measures of 

preparedness. For instance, a day after the Japanese earthquake, one Seattle Times 

article headline asked, “Are you prepared for when a quake hits?” (Anon. 1995). The 

article goes on to list a series of pre-emptive measures that can be undertaken at home 

to lessen the effects of an earthquake (Anon. 1995a).  

 

Similarly, the Chilean earthquake prompted Vancouver Sun articles suggesting that 

Vancouver or Canada in general was not adequately prepared for a disaster event. There 

was a difference in the coverage of notions of preparedness following the Turkish 

earthquake, with both Vancouver Sun articles discussing local governance. For example, 

one article stated that “natural disasters have a way of exposing official pretensions 

even in the wealthiest regions of the world; one dreads to imagine what Canadians 

might discover in the wake of ‘the big one’ on the West Coast” (Sajoo 1999). An 

editorial in the newspaper also argued that “when the big one hits in the 

Vancouver/Seattle corridor, citizens of Greater Vancouver and Vancouver Island will 

be on their own” because of cutbacks in the Canadian military forces (Crone 1999). 

 

Allusions to methods of construction were another indicator of communalisation in the 

newspaper coverage of overseas earthquakes. Again, this occurred after the same three 

earthquakes, but the vast majority of these were in the coverage of the Chilean 

earthquake. This is somewhat surprising given the expected expertise of Japanese 

engineering to mitigate the risks presented by earthquakes. However, it could also 

reflect Chile’s relatively small loss of life compared to these other two disaster events. 
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One Seattle Times article discussed how well Seattle is prepared for an earthquake 

compared to Japan following the Kobe earthquake (Simon 1995c). However, there was 

much more localisation of vulnerabilities following the Chilean earthquake. Another 

Seattle Times article referred to the fact that “Washington's building codes were updated 

to international seismic standards in recent years, but Chile has shown that great 

standards on paper do nothing when a city is full of older buildings that were 

grandfathered in” (Haynes 2010). Similarly, a Vancouver Sun article repeated the 

comparison between communities as “the country [Chile] has many modern buildings 

and bridges similar to ours” (Adebar 2011). They found that “the majority of modern 

highrise buildings, which are constructed of concrete similar to those here, did very 

well” (Adebar 2011). Interestingly, he specifically pointed out that: 

 

“Most modern highrise buildings in B.C. have thick concrete shear walls located 

around a central core containing elevator and stair shafts; however, in some B.C. 

buildings, the shear walls are partitions between rooms as they commonly are in 

Chile.” (Adebar 2011). 

 

The coverage of the Turkey earthquake featured less depth and fewer comparisons 

between communities, with one Seattle Times article after an earthquake in Taiwan only 

mentioning the disaster by referring to the fact that Turkey has a modern building code 

equivalent to those in the United States. 

 

Another significant indicator of communalisation through the localisation of 

vulnerabilities was evident in the coverage in direct comparisons between the stricken 

community and the third person community, but only after the earthquakes in Japan, 

Chile and Turkey. Surprisingly, this communalisation was most evident following the 
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Chilean earthquake. The direct comparisons primarily came in the descriptions of 

common hazards. For example, the Seattle Times compared Kobe and Seattle: 

 

“Both cities are about the same distance from offshore trenches that mark the 

collision boundary between two plates. Both are on inland waters and have large 

areas of filled tidelands…The last major shallow quake in Kobe was in 600 A.D., 

and the last one in Seattle big enough to leave evidence was about 900 A.D.” 

(Dietrich 1995a).  

 

Likewise, there was communalisation in the direct comparisons between communities 

in the coverage of the Chile earthquake. The Seattle Times outlined how “the two 

regions are similar geographically and have similar coastal development” (Haight 

2010), while other articles explicitly compared the seismic processes of the Chilean 

earthquake with the hazards in the Pacific Northwest: 

 

“Chile and the Pacific Northwest are part of several seismic hotspots around the 

globe where plates of the Earth's crust grind and dive…At some point, centuries of 

pent-up stress in the Cascadia subduction zone will cause the plates to slip. 

Scientists cannot predict when a quake will occur, only that one will happen” 

(Chang 2010b). 

 

“Like Chile, off our coast there is the possibility of a huge megathrust earthquake 

on the Cascadia subduction zone – the interface between the Juan de Fuca and 

North American plates, which extends from Cape Mendocino in Northern 

California to the northern tip of Vancouver Island” (Le Duc, Schelling, and Ash 

2010). 
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After the Turkey earthquake there were some comparisons between communities, but 

many of these were tenuous and featured either local scientists conducting research on 

that earthquake or controversy about the Vancouver search and rescue team’s absence. 

 

One unexpected indication of communalisation was the discussion of the third person 

community’s relationship to the stricken community as part of their coverage of the 

overseas earthquake. This practice occurred five times in the sample, with the common 

link between them being the importance of the stricken community as a geopolitical 

ally. This was especially the case with the coverage of the Pakistani earthquake in 2005 

with their strategic importance as an ally in the United States-led War on Terror being 

mentioned in three articles. 

 

Partial Communalisation 

There were instances of partial communalisation through the description of shared 

vulnerabilities following the earthquakes in Japan, Chile and Turkey. This occurred 

through the description of vulnerabilities in the stricken community which were in 

common with those faced in the third person community, although this comparison may 

not have been explicitly stated. For instance a Seattle Times article spoke of how the 

earthquake in Japan meant that “life in a high-tech country was suddenly reduced to the 

most basic level” (Associated Press 1995a). The article went on to state how “despite 

Japan’s highly regarded earthquake-resistant architecture, some of the 12,000 buildings 

toppled by the quake were modern structures” (Associated Press 1995a). An article in 

the Vancouver Sun went so far as to use the Kobe earthquake as a catalyst to highlight 

the importance of local citizens creating a living will on the assumption that a similar 

event could take place in their own locale (Anon. 1995i). These articles all imply that 
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the same risks are shared by their own locality and could potentially happen to them, 

despite being technologically-advanced, developed cities. 

 

In an article following the Chilean earthquake, the Seattle Times compared Chile and 

Haiti and noted that seismologists and earthquake engineers’ “advice is heeded by the 

government in Latin America’s wealthiest nation, getting built not just into architects’ 

blueprints and building codes but also into government contingency planning” (Bajak 

2010). This sort of comparison could have the effect of the third person community 

identifying with the Chilean experience and recognise how they have prepared for their 

own natural hazards in their own community. The articles featuring shared 

vulnerabilities after the Turkish earthquake related more to their own scientists’ 

research in Turkey, although one article noted that residents can mitigate their risk by 

“making sure heavy items such as bookshelves and water heaters are securely attached 

to walls so a quake won’t topple them, injuring someone or starting fires” (Schmid 

2000). This communalises the vulnerabilities shared by both the stricken community 

and the third person community, demonstrating that lessons can be learned from the 

overseas earthquake.  

 

There were also some instances of the earthquake in the stricken community affecting 

the third person community as well. The earthquake in Japan prompted most of these 

occurrences, with the economic reactions to the earthquake benefitting the third person 

economy.  For instance, the economic effects of the Kobe earthquake on the local 

economy were examined by the Vancouver Sun. One article noted that funds were being 

moved to North America from Japan in the aftermath of the earthquake; another pointed 

out the investment opportunities for investing in their construction industry for the 
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rebuild; while yet another pondered the effects of a future Japanese earthquake on 

international markets, suggesting that it could “raise interest rates around the world” 

(Beauchesne 1995; McGill and Reid 1995; Yoshikawa 1996). An article in the Seattle 

Times suggested that the Italy earthquake could have an effect on the world economy, 

while the Vancouver Sun had a similar focus after the Chilean earthquake which noted 

that the copper and oil industries in Chile were unscathed by the earthquake – 

something which could again have had consequences for the local economy (Barry 

2009; Anon. 2010b).  

 

The Turkish earthquake only prompted a note that no Americans were killed in one 

Seattle Times article, while another Seattle Times article spoke of the scientific research 

conducted by U.S. scientists in Turkey which could “have repercussions for earthquake 

prediction in the U.S.” (Seattle Times News Services 1999; Verrengia 1999). The 

effects of the earthquake in Pakistan on the third person community were economically-

focussed, with the opportunity for a British Columbia construction company to produce 

wood houses for victims of the earthquake highlighted in the Vancouver Sun (Leung 

2006). This constitutes an important difference in the coverage of the economic effects 

on the third person community after the six earthquakes. The economic effects 

described after the Japanese and Chilean earthquakes were as equal trading partners in a 

global economy, while the only opportunities outlined for local businesses following 

the Pakistan earthquake was in the immediate disaster reconstruction efforts. 

 

Neutral Localisation 

There were some limited instances of neutral localisation in the newspaper sample. 

There were 15 articles which featured people from the third person community who 
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were in the stricken community after their earthquake. There were also ten instances 

where there was some involvement in the stricken communities by the third person 

community prior to the earthquakes. For example, it was reported in the Seattle Times 

that “a U.S. diplomat was among the dead” after the Haiti earthquake, while the 

Vancouver Sun stated that there were up to 6,000 Canadian residents in the country 

before the earthquake (Susman, Wilkinson, and Mozingo 2010; Cayo 2010b).  

 

A further seven stories involved citizens living in the third person community with 

friends or relatives in the stricken community, such as when the Seattle Times told the 

story of Turabi Topal, a Turkish resident of Seattle, who “was scheduled to fly to 

Turkey on Monday for business and a short vacation, but decided Friday to wait until 

next week because of a mix-up with his tickets,” thus avoiding the earthquake (Burkitt, 

and Fries 1999). Another two articles featured citizens of the stricken community who 

were living in a third person community at the time of the earthquake. These stories 

featured neither communalisation nor othering, but instead localised the earthquake 

without describing the relationship between the communities. These stories illuminate 

the extent to which local news media cover non-local events in a manner to make it 

meaningful for their citizens. However, as these stories do not feature communalisation 

or othering they neither allow nor prevent discussions of DRR from appearing on the 

public agenda, so they do not contribute meaningfully to the exploration of Van Belle’s 

model. 

 

Partial Othering 

Partial othering occurred in the newspaper coverage of all of the earthquakes through 

either descriptions of the poor government decision-making, inefficient measures of 
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response and recovery, poor construction, or the emphasising of cultural differences. 

However, the affected countries with the higher HDI rankings were generally criticised 

less frequently and less severely than those with lower HDI rankings.  

 

Throughout all six earthquakes there was othering through the descriptions of poor 

government responses to the earthquake, with each nation’s leaders suffering from the 

newspapers’ scrutiny of their decision-making and the reporting of victims’ anger at 

slow or ineffective responses. Curiously, articles featuring this form of othering were 

more prevalent following the earthquakes in Japan and Haiti – the countries occupying 

opposite positions on the HDI table. There were differences in the tone of the coverage 

between the nations affected however.  

 

Much of the criticism of the Japanese government stemmed from the fact that they were 

meant to be well-prepared, but their planning and measures of response were exposed to 

some extent by the Kobe earthquake. It appears that the Japanese government were 

criticised against a tougher benchmark than the poorer countries – the government took 

criticism for not being as responsive was expected, but it was still expected to be able to 

govern effectively. For the governments of Turkey, Pakistan and Haiti, the criticisms 

were aimed at a complete lack of governance and an absence of any institutional 

response to the earthquakes. This double standard in expectations of government is 

evident in a Vancouver Sun article which contended that Prime Minister Murayama’s 

response was inadequate, and the government was culpable in “the bungling of the 

management of traffic on roads, which was preventing relief supplies from being 

delivered” which “showed officialdom’s inability to look after their people after the 

quake” (Jameson 1995). Another Vancouver Sun article accused the Japanese 
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government of not having a clear plan after the disaster, while the Kobe city 

government allegedly had no emergency food provisions (Anon. 1995h). 

 

Interestingly, the descriptions of poor governance following the Italy earthquake were 

directed at local government instead of the national government, which received 

positive press following Silvio Berlusconi’s decisive response to the earthquake. For 

instance, it was implied that local officials should not have silenced a local scientist for 

having warned of an impending earthquake while the rescue efforts overseen by 

Berlusconi “won praise from his rivals, in an unusual display of unity” (de Cristofaro 

and Chu 2009; Rizzo 2009a).  President Michelle Bachelet was criticised in the 

newspapers following the Chilean earthquake for slow delivery of aid and not restoring 

order soon enough while looting was occurring. One article published the results of a 

poll by a Chilean newspaper that found that “72 per cent believe the government 

responded late and inefficiently to re-establish order after the earthquake, and 48 per 

cent believe it was because Bachelet did not want to end her term sending soldiers into 

the streets” (Vergara and Sequera 2010).  

 

Significantly, the newspapers’ descriptions of poor government actions changed for the 

coverage of the earthquakes in Turkey, Pakistan and Haiti. Instead of criticisms aimed 

at specific leaders, the coverage detailed government failures in a more general fashion, 

perhaps reflecting their ineffectiveness and lack of accountability even before the 

disaster. For instance, one article following the Turkey earthquake stated that “even 

under normal circumstances, the bloated Turkish bureaucracy is moribund” and that 

after the earthquake it “barely staggers along” (Hastings 1999). An example of the 

absence of accountability in the government is that one piece described how an Indian 
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plane with 25 tonnes of aid was initially turned away by “Pakistani authorities” but it 

was noted that “Pakistan later agreed to accept” the aid offered by the Indian 

government (Jan 2005a). Similarly general in its description of the people involved, a 

Seattle Times article stated after the Haiti earthquake that “the government has a large, 

messy task ahead, against a historical backdrop of corruption and mismanagement” 

(Lush 2010). There is a clear distinction here between the expectation of the 

government of the more developed nations, and Japan in particular, and the 

governments of Turkey, Pakistan and Haiti. 

 

Poor construction was another indicator of othering that was consistently evident after 

all six earthquakes in both newspapers. Again however there were differences in how 

this was done depending on the level of development of the stricken country. The 

discussion of the ineffective construction methods of Japan was contrasted against the 

previously-held expectation that Japan would be more resilient in an earthquake and 

“that one of the world’s most technologically advanced nations could insulate itself 

from nature’s power and cope with the aftermath” (Thurber 1995). Although this 

constituted othering according to the framework developed for this investigation, it is 

possible that this discussion could help the third person communities learn lessons from 

this disaster. Because it is likely that the third person communities consider themselves 

as similarly developed and advanced, it is possible that this kind of description could 

prompt the realisation that they could be similarly susceptible despite their own 

advances in technology and engineering. 

 

Chile’s earthquake prompted comparisons between the construction methods in the 

stricken country and the third person community, with the thin shear walls of Chile a 
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point of comparison where it was not expected that the Pacific Northwest would be as 

vulnerable. Conversely, the poor construction methods of Italy and Turkey were framed 

against the backdrop of possible corruption and organised crime, with allegations 

published in the newspapers that the criminal addition of sand to concrete may have 

taken place during the building of the collapsed buildings. For example, a Seattle Times 

article about the Italy earthquake alleged that “there are fears that work done by 

companies with links to organized crime could use inferior materials” and that 

“Firefighters clearing rubble in the Abruzzo quake had alleged that poor quality cement 

and insufficient rods or joints were used in some buildings (D’Emilio 2009a). 

Furthermore, a Turkish rescue worker was quoted in a Seattle Times article bemoaning 

the state of the construction industry and the general lack of regard for human life in 

Turkey: 

 

“There are no rules, and there are very cheap materials. The foundations are just 

one or two meters deep instead of four or five meters…I’d guess there won’t be 

any new rules because the value of human life isn’t high here, as in any Third 

World country. If you want to make something cheap, Turkey is the place” (Tunc 

Findik quoted in Hockstader 1999). 

 

In contrast to the coverage in other countries affected by earthquakes, the reporting of 

poor construction following the Pakistan and Haiti earthquakes reflected assumptions 

that because of their immense poverty, the derisory standard of buildings was almost 

inevitable. This idea was perhaps expressed best by an Seattle Times article which 

paraphrased Mark Merritt stating that “one problem is the poor quality of buildings” 

and that “Haiti doesn’t have building codes and even if it did, people who make on 

average $2 a day can’t afford to build something that can withstand earthquakes and 
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hurricanes” (Borenstein 2010b). There is an element of class vulnerability evident in 

this analysis, where it is apparently inevitable that those in poverty will suffer the 

consequences of natural disaster events disproportionately due to their already-poor 

living conditions. 

 

Another consistent indicator of othering in the sample of newspaper articles was the 

description of insufficient measures of response and recovery in the stricken 

communities. The earthquake in Italy was the only country to not have this feature in 

the coverage of their earthquake, probably due to the fact that Silvio Berlusconi 

managed to appear authoritative, decisive and urgent in his response to the earthquake 

in his country in the newspaper coverage. Berlusconi was said to have “snapped into 

action immediately” while it was noted that he “flew to the disaster area on three 

consecutive days, rattling off rescue statistics to reporters” (Rizzo 2009a). The nature of 

the coverage of the inefficient response and recovery was again different depending on 

the country.  

 

Following the earthquakes in Japan and Chile, the criticisms of poor measures of 

response and recovery were largely centred on the belated responses of those nations’ 

respective governments. Again, these criticisms were based on the presumption that 

their respective governments should be able to act decisively and swiftly in response to 

their earthquakes, where this was not expected of the other nations. For instance, the 

Turkish government’s response was criticised, but rather than responding to particular 

grievances being aired, more emotive criticisms of the institution of government were 

expressed. An example of this is Washington Institute for Near East Policy analyst Alan 
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Makovsky complaining that for the Turkish government, the victims of the quake “are 

an afterthought” (Meixler 2000).  

 

In the coverage of the Pakistan and Haiti earthquakes, the burden of the response and 

recovery was thrust on NGOs and foreign governments as well due to the apparent 

complete inability of the state governments to cope with the disaster. For instance, one 

Seattle Times article outlined the fact that a year after the quake, “international aid 

agencies had completed fewer than 32,000 of the more than 124,000 transitional 

shelters scheduled for construction” amid a lack of planning and coordination among 

NGOs, the Haitian government and land owners (Bernton 2011). Accordingly, 

criticisms were made of NGOs as well as those governments – an interesting indication 

of othering where the state governments were so poor that they were perhaps not 

expected to be able to do anything in response to a disaster event. 

 

Another significant indicator of othering shared across most of the countries was where 

cultural differences between the third person community and the stricken community 

were emphasised during the coverage of their earthquakes. Interestingly, this only 

occurred once after the earthquake in Chile, and not at all following the Turkish 

earthquake. Following the earthquake in Japan, cultural differences were sometimes 

explained in a positive light, with the alleged patience and stoicism of the Japanese 

people praised. For instance, one article in the Seattle Times said: 

 

“The many stories about Japanese stoicism risk becoming an ethnic cliché. Yet it’s 

difficult not to marvel at the people’s orderliness after the disaster. Kobe residents 

wait in mammoth lines for everything: to take buses, use public baths erected by the 
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army, draw drinking water or get money from a bank. With so many dead, they 

even wait to conduct proper funerals for loved ones” (Simon 1995b).  

 

Other articles drew attention to an alleged Japanese ‘fetish’ for cleanliness, while 

deference to power was also noted as being a cultural trait but these differences were 

described in an admiring fashion as though it was worth replicating those traits in the 

third person communities. There were minor cultural differences noted in the articles 

following the Italian earthquake, such as references to the Catholic faith of the victims. 

Following the Pakistan and Haiti earthquake, major cultural differences were criticised 

according to Western values. For instance, multiple articles in the Seattle Times 

addressed the different role of women in the patriarchal society of Pakistan, as well as 

the poor treatment of the disabled, with one declaring that following a child suffered an 

amputation, “Gulnaz is not only an amputee, but a likely orphan, and a girl, three strikes 

against her in a poor, conservative society where a disabled person with little prospect 

of getting married, or supporting herself, is a burden few can afford” (Watson 2005). 

Both newspapers also addressed differences in the culture of Haiti in the treatment of 

children and the disabled. For instance, a Vancouver Sun article wrote of how:  

 

“Ruth Zimmerman had been horrified to find disabled children left to die in a shed 

behind the city’s main hospital by parents who couldn’t pay their medical bills. She 

learned that disabled children are particularly prone to abandonment” (Cayo 

2010a).  

 

These kinds of attitudes and cultural differences were repeated across numerous articles 

following the earthquakes in Pakistan and Haiti. 
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Othering 

Othering featuring the third person community in the provision of aid and the response 

and recovery efforts in the stricken community was much more prevalent in the 

countries towards the bottom of the HDI table. A clear change in the nature of the 

coverage occurred as the level of development changed. Japan, Italy and Chile were 

portrayed as relatively self-sufficient, but the coverage of the earthquakes in Turkey, 

Pakistan and Haiti prompted most of the articles featuring the local community’s own 

involvement. A saviour-victim relationship was established in the newspaper coverage 

of the earthquakes in those lesser-developed countries, where the burden was perceived 

to fall on the local community to provide for the stricken communities because of their 

patent inability to cope with the earthquakes by themselves. As the newspapers 

localised their coverage to focus on local involvement in the provision of aid, the 

implication was that the poorer nations could not cope without this assistance. This is a 

significant finding as it demonstrates that even if the news coverage is localised for the 

local audience, it can other the stricken community. The third person community’s 

involvement in assisting the stricken community occurred through their national 

government, armed forces, local community groups, non-governmental organisations 

and the actions of private individuals. 

 

Most of the local community’s involvement in the provision of aid in the stricken 

community came from central government, with the political leaders of the respective 

nations of the United States of America and Canada pledging aid to the affected 

countries. Following the earthquakes in Chile and Turkey there were government 

pledges of aid and donations of supplies to assist the stricken community. However, it 

was after the earthquakes in Pakistan and Haiti that most of the articles featuring 
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othering through the provision of aid by the national government occurred. Rather than 

simply assisting the stricken country in their recovery efforts, the coverage following 

the earthquakes in Pakistan and Haiti implied that the government was compelled to 

intervene as those countries were helpless without that aid.  

 

After initial pledges of up to $50 million in aid, the US government ended up pledging 

$510 million following the Pakistan earthquake in the form of relief and reconstruction 

(The Associated Press, and Bloomberg News 2005; Tu 2005a; Lancaster 2006). The 

Canadian government contributed too, with a pledge of $20.3 million following that 

earthquake in addition to matching any private donations to the relief effort (Edwards 

2005; Woods 2005). It was also reported that President Obama had made “an initial 

$100 million relief effort” which later climbed to $1.15 billion after the Haiti 

earthquake (Higgins 2010a; Katz 2011).  Likewise, the Canadian government was 

reported to have contributed $400 million to the aid effort after an initial pledge of “$5 

million for immediate disaster aid” (Bruemmer 2010; Iype, Barrera, and Cross 2010). 

The coverage of these earthquakes implied that those countries were helpless without 

the governmental aid as these substantial sums were implied to have been pledged out 

of necessity to help the victims of the earthquakes. 

 

There was a similar shift in emphasis in the newspaper reports of the fundraising of 

local community groups following the overseas earthquakes. After the earthquakes in 

Italy and Turkey, there were reports of local fundraising efforts and the subsequent 

provision of aid. However, the people of Seattle and Vancouver were much more 

proactive following the earthquakes in Pakistan and Haiti. There were reports of the 

adoption of Pakistani villages by local community groups in Seattle, while other local 
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organisations donated products and even their own labour as one Vancouver sawmill 

worked a full shift on a Saturday and donated their wages to the relief efforts in 

Pakistan. This shift in the nature of the coverage suggested that the poorer nations were 

helpless without this assistance, effectively othering the stricken community and 

marking them as different to the third person communities. 

 

Following the earthquakes in Turkey, Haiti and Pakistan there were articles in both 

newspapers demonstrating othering by highlighting the provision of aid by non-

governmental organisations. They were major contributors to the aid effort, especially 

in the dispersion of federal funds in the stricken community. A local connection was 

made in the articles describing the actions of the NGOs by indicating their location. For 

instance, they were referred to as being Portland-based Northwest Medical Teams 

International, Seattle-based World Concern, Federal Way-based World Vision, and 

Portland-based Mercy Corps. This was indicative of an attempt to emphasise the fact 

that some of these charities had local bases, with a possible intention being to make 

their actions more meaningful to the communities where they are located.  

 

There were also reports of actions from private individuals following the earthquakes in 

Italy and Turkey. Again however, there was a greater obligation placed on citizens to 

assist the stricken countries of Pakistan and Haiti in the newspaper coverage of those 

earthquakes. Following the Pakistan quake, for instance, there was coverage of 

“calamity fatigue” to explain the lack of aid raised compared to the Boxing Day 

tsunami the previous year (Bernton and Turnbull 2005). A Vancouver Sun editorial 

implored the people in their local area to give generously to the relief effort following 

the earthquake there, acknowledging the lack of support immediately following the 
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quake before claiming that the victims desperately needed their support and if aid was 

not forthcoming, “blood will be on our hands” (2005a). The strong editorial attempted 

to localise the effects of the earthquake by implying that those local people who do not 

contribute to the relief effort are guilty.  

 

This coverage effectively turns the provision of aid into a local issue for the citizens of 

the third person community. This form of localisation is based around the burden of 

supporting the stricken communities of Pakistan and Haiti as victims, rather than being 

a more equal relationship where the third person community as evidenced in the 

response to the earthquakes in Japan, Italy, Chile and Turkey. Although this coverage 

localised their content for the local audience, it served to other the stricken communities 

and highlight their inability to cope for themselves following the earthquakes. 

 

There were further instances of othering in the newspaper coverage, which generally 

occurred more frequently following the earthquakes in those countries at the bottom of 

the HDI table. These occurred in the descriptions of social disorder, troubled history of 

the country, the perception of the country’s inability to cope with the disaster by 

themselves and poverty. This could have been a result of the very real economic, social, 

political and cultural differences between the third person communities and the poorer 

stricken countries in the sample. Nevertheless, these distinctions make it difficult for the 

coverage to prompt a discussion of DRR in the third person community. Instead, this 

othering differentiates the stricken community from the third person community, a 

process which is likely to prevent the likelihood of any lessons from being learned from 

the earthquakes in Pakistan and Haiti in the third person communities of Seattle and 
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Vancouver. These findings may suggest that it is simply unrealistic to expect that to 

occur between such different communities. 

  

Social disorder following the earthquakes was highlighted as a point of difference 

between the third person community and the stricken communities following the 

earthquakes in Chile, Turkey, Haiti and Pakistan. The newspapers covered the looting 

in Chile following their earthquake, with President Bachelet slow to act to restore order. 

There was also one article featuring reports of looting following the Turkey earthquake 

in the Seattle Times. However the majority of the reports of social disorder followed the 

earthquakes in Pakistan and Haiti. Following the Pakistan earthquake, there were 

reports of chaotic scrambles for goods whenever a relief truck pulled into a village. One 

Vancouver Sun article quoted a resident stating that “people have become terrorists over 

here…when the vehicles approach, they fight” with the author alleging that “this scene 

has played out countless times here since last Saturday’s earthquake” (Blanchfield 

2005d). Similarly, there were many reports of a complete lack of law and order in Haiti 

following the earthquake, with no law enforcement in the camps or in pre-existing 

settlements. One article in the Seattle Times ventured far enough to say that “mugging, 

robbery and rape became facts of life” in post-earthquake Haiti (Katz 2011). This 

impression contributed to the othering of the stricken community, but it is possible that 

this was somewhat justified by what was occurring in Haiti at the time. 

 

One interesting indicator of othering found in the sample was the perception of a lack of 

preparedness on the part of the stricken communities. This was especially evident in the 

coverage of the Japanese earthquake, potentially because they were expected to be as 

well prepared for an earthquake as a country could reasonably expect to be. However, 
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their failings were described in detail in the newspaper reports. One Seattle Times 

article highlighted how their earthquake shelters in Kobe were short of the necessities 

needed to provide for its inhabitants (Thurber 1995). Another Seattle Times article 

spoke of a “barrage of complaints against government relief efforts, which despite 

Japan’s reputation for earthquake preparedness have bogged down” (The Associated 

Press and the Washington Post 1995b). Reinforcing this idea, the article went on to 

describe how there was a “growing body of evidence that Japan was considerably less 

ready to cope with a major seismic disaster than it had long claimed” (The Associated 

Press, and the Washington Post 1995b). Instead of being well-prepared, a Vancouver 

Sun article spoke of how the “elevated roads and bridges that Japanese engineers had 

boasted were quake-proof were broken at crazy angles, flung to the earth by the force of 

nature” (Anon. 1995h).  

 

There were also reports of complacency among the residents of Kobe, as “safety drills 

that are common elsewhere throughout the country were largely ignored here, and few 

residents took the trouble to prepare emergency kits” (Anon. 1995f). A key idea to note 

here is that the criticisms were aimed at the performance of Japan against the 

expectation that they would be prepared. The criticisms are of the inadequacy of their 

pre-existing measures of preparedness for earthquakes, but at least an attempt at risk 

mitigation was made. Even though this others the stricken community in this instance, 

there is the opportunity for lessons to be learned in the third person communities 

following this earthquake as even a highly developed, technologically advanced nation 

could not comprehensively prepare for an earthquake. 
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In contrast to these descriptions of Japanese failure to prepare well enough, measures of 

preparedness are discussed in the coverage of Italy and Haiti due to the complete 

absence of any effort to prepare for an earthquake.  For example, after the Italy 

earthquake, a report cited in the Seattle Times “lamented that Italy lags behind other 

industrial nations in prevention measures for its quake zones” (D’Emilio 2009b). Enzo 

Boschi was quoted as saying that “it’s not in our culture to construct buildings the right 

way in a quake zone – that is, build buildings that can resist (quakes) and retrofit old 

ones…This has never been done” (Falconi and D’Emilio 2009).  This is reflected in the 

statistic cited in a Seattle Times article which claimed that “only 14 per cent of 

buildings in that vulnerable swath (in Central Italy) meet seismic-safety standards 

(Falconi and D’Emilio 2009).  

 

Similarly, Haiti was referred to as lacking any measures of preparedness for a seismic 

event. A Vancouver Sun article claimed that the earthquake “was a disaster waiting to 

happen” because “Haiti is a nation of poorly built structures sitting on a major fault line” 

(Bruemmer 2010). A Seattle Times article notes that Haiti has had 15 disasters since 

2001 which have led to $16 million in aid being sent from the U.S. even prior to the 

2010 earthquake (Borenstein 2010b). Despite this, Haiti is described as exhibiting “the 

inability to prepare for and cope with disaster” (Borenstein 2010b). Where Japan’s 

measures of preparedness came under scrutiny for not being comprehensive enough to 

deal with the 1995 earthquake, the absence of any preparedness measures at all are 

highlighted in the news coverage following the Italy and Haiti earthquakes. 

 

Another indicator of othering which distinguished the third person communities from 

the stricken communities was the description of the troubled histories of the country 
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struck by the earthquake. Two articles in the Seattle Times referenced the brutal military 

dictatorship of Augusto Pinochet, citing that memory as a reason for an initial 

unwillingness to deploy the armed forces to restore order and halt looting in the 

aftermath of the earthquake. Many more descriptions of the stricken country’s troubled 

history followed the earthquake in Haiti. Many of these mentioned the civil wars, 

historical inequalities and shambolic governance which allegedly characterise the 

country’s history. One Seattle Times article referred to “Haiti’s history of slavery, 

occupation and upheaval” in an attempt to put the post-earthquake plight of the country 

into context (Katz 2010b). Other articles implied the country was at fault for the 

situation given its reliance on overseas donors. One article contended that “for decades, 

and especially since the Jan. 12 earthquake, Haiti has depended on foreign 

governments, aid groups and the U.N. for everything from rebuilding to basic services” 

(Katz 2010c). 

 

Indeed, there were a few instances where the newspaper articles indicated that the 

stricken community had no ability to cope with the aftermath of their earthquake by 

themselves, but this was particularly prevalent following the earthquake in Haiti. This 

indicator of othering was evident following the Chilean earthquake where it was 

implied that some officials were incompetent after “disaster officials announced they 

had double-counted at least 27 as dead” (Warren and Vergara 2010c). The nature of the 

coverage of the inability to cope changed with the Turkey earthquake, where victims of 

the earthquake were vociferously criticising the rescue efforts – their lack of rescuers 

and equipment especially. One Seattle Times article described the inability of the Turks 

to help themselves following their earthquake: 
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“There were too few rescuers, and many had only the rudest equipment. The city 

has too few cranes and not enough rescue equipment, officials said” (Hockstader 

1999). 

 

This was even more pronounced following the Pakistan and Haiti earthquakes, where 

the people of the communities were characterised in one Vancouver Sun editorial as 

“needy quake victims,” which summarised the approach to the people of these countries 

(2005b). The situation in Haiti was described by one Seattle Times article as being 

particularly desperate: 

 

“Roads full of hungry, homeless people. An estimated 50,000 dead. A ruined port 

and an overwhelmed airport. Hundreds of crumpled buildings and little heavy 

machinery. Few working phones” (Higgins 2010a). 

 

This characterised the coverage, where the situation was described as dire with Haiti 

portrayed as being a failed state with no ability to help itself either before or after the 

earthquake. 

 

Another significant indicator of othering which differentiated the third person 

community from the stricken communities towards the lower end of the HDI table was 

the descriptions of extreme poverty. This was mentioned just once following the 

Pakistan earthquake and fifteen times following the Haiti earthquake. Interestingly, it 

did not register at all after other earthquakes, despite Chile and Turkey having 15.1 per 

cent and 18.1 per cent of the people in their respective countries living below the 

poverty line (UNDP 2011, 143). Similarly, it was interesting to note Pakistan’s singular 
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mention considering the fact that 22.3 per cent of the country lives under the national 

poverty line (UNDP 2011, 144).  

 

However, the poverty of Haiti was mentioned consistently in the coverage of both 

newspapers following their earthquake. One article put the disaster into perspective by 

writing that Haiti was “the poorest country in the Western hemisphere” (Higgins 

2010a). Another Seattle Times article explained the particular vulnerability of Haiti to 

natural disasters simply: “It starts with poverty, includes deforestation, unstable 

governments, poor building standards, low literacy rates and then comes back to 

poverty” (Borenstein 2010b). These descriptions other the stricken community, 

preventing the opportunity for DRR to become on the public agenda in the third person 

community. Instead, the vulnerabilities appear to be exclusively burdened by the 

stricken community, as they can more easily be dismissed as belonging to the 

impoverished country rather than the First World cities of the newspapers. This is 

understandable given the differences in the levels of development between the 

communities, but it is significant in indicating that there may need to be some pre-

existing identification between them for the localisation of vulnerabilities to occur. This 

suggests identification with the stricken community in the third person community 

needs to be present or there will not be any localisation of vulnerabilities. This 

investigation has suggested that the identification between communities may depend on 

their respective levels of development. 

 

A Comparison of Localisation between the Third Person Communities 

One unexpected result of the investigation was that the number of articles featuring 

localisation in the Seattle Times significantly outnumbered those in the Vancouver Sun. 



	   	  

112	  
	  

This could suggest that there are differences between the newspapers in their production 

of the news, although further research is required in order to ascertain why the 

differences have occurred. 

 

The extent of the communalisation through the explicit localisation of vulnerabilities 

and direct comparisons with the stricken community was similar between the two 

newspapers. There were only slight discrepancies between the newspapers in the 

discussions of similar methods of construction with the stricken community. However, 

there was a significant shift in the explicit localisation of vulnerabilities in hazards in 

the Seattle Times after 2001, when an earthquake struck Nisqually. Although this 

earthquake did not lead to any fatalities, 400 people were injured and it may have 

prompted a shift in the nature of the coverage of overseas earthquakes in the Seattle 

Times. This is potentially indicative of the fact that the nature of localisation may 

change if an earthquake has recently affected the community. This could potentially 

explain a similar trend in the spate of articles in Wellington’s Dominion Post about the 

city’s own earthquake resilience following the 2011 Christchurch earthquake as the 

relationship between the location and their potential hazards has changed (Anon. 2012a; 

Anon. 2012b; Chapman 2011; Chapman 2012; Hubbard 2013; Hunt 2011).   

 

A considerable difference between the two newspapers occurred in the othering of all 

six stricken communities. Othering through the third person community’s involvement 

in the provision of aid and the efforts in response and recovery in the stricken 

community were relatively similar between the two newspapers. Although the Seattle 

Times featured more articles that featured this othering, the two newspapers were still 

broadly similar in the amount of articles for each form of localisation. Interestingly, the 
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ratio of stories featuring each indicator of localisation did not significantly change after 

2001, with the exception of the localisation of hazards in the Seattle Times. However, it 

could simply be because there were a greater number of articles from the Seattle Times 

during initial searches, so that in the twenty articles selected for the sample, there was a 

stronger likelihood that there would be localisation in their stories. Future research 

could help to explain the differences between the two newspapers and uncover why the 

Seattle Times featured more instances of localisation than the Vancouver Sun did in this 

analysis. 

 

What the Findings Suggest 

The exploratory analysis conducted in this investigation has identified a broad trend, 

with the majority of the articles in the sample demonstrating some type of localisation. 

The findings suggest that the level of development of the stricken community affects 

the processes of communalisation and othering, even though the pattern was not as clear 

as hypothesised.  

 

The single most surprising finding was that the Chilean earthquake prompted far more 

communalisation in the research sample than was expected, both quantitatively and 

qualitatively. This could have been the result of the 2001 Nisqually earthquake, which 

could have prompted more communalisation in the Seattle Times than what could have 

been the case ordinarily. This could also explain why the Chilean earthquake prompted 

much of the explicit localisation – if the Nisqually quake was still on the minds of the 

Seattle Times especially, this could have prompted more localisation than usual 

following that earthquake.  
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However, a number of different factors may have influenced the nature of this coverage. 

It is possible that the timing of the Chilean earthquake will have affected how that 

disaster was covered. After the catastrophic earthquake in Haiti just over a month 

previously, the coverage of the Chilean earthquake may have been communalised more 

because the stricken community was more similar than Haiti. As outlined earlier, 

disasters are inherently newsworthy events, and the event of a second large earthquake 

occurring in the space of a couple of months may have affected how the second 

earthquake was covered. As there are more similarities between Chile and the Pacific 

Northwest than between Haiti and the third person communities, it is possible that they 

communalised their coverage more than the newspapers would have normally done 

after the Chilean earthquake because the audiences could relate to the stricken 

community in Chile more than Haiti. 

 

The newspaper coverage of the Italian earthquake was another anomaly, with that 

disaster event prompting no instances of communalisation at all. This could potentially 

be the case due to the relatively small number of fatalities in the quake, or a lack of 

identification with the country among the third person communities. This is particularly 

interesting because of the large Italian community in the United States of America. The 

earthquake did not prompt many instances of othering through the third person 

involvement in the provision of aid or in the response and recovery efforts either, with 

only four articles featuring coverage of local individuals and private donors providing 

aid for the stricken community in Italy. This could partly be explained by Silvio 

Berlusconi’s insistence that “no outside help was needed to deal with the country’s 

worst earthquake in three decades” (Nelson and Greenaway 2009).  
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However, there were some instances of othering through allusions to poor government 

decision-making, poor construction and cultural differences by the two newspapers, as 

indicated earlier. The coverage of the Italian earthquake is interesting in its lack of 

communalisation especially. This could have occurred because of the small size of the 

destruction of the earthquake, especially with the stricken community’s lack of industry 

that would have a trading relationship with the communities of the Pacific Northwest. 

There were also fewer articles about the earthquake in total, so it is likely that the 

articles in the sample were shorter than the articles following the other earthquakes. It is 

also possible that they were produced from information derived from news sources 

outside of the respective newspapers’ staff. More research could establish more 

definitively why the coverage of the Italian earthquake featured no communalisation, 

but the comparatively small impact of the disaster may have influenced the extent to 

which disaster was localised in the two third person communities. 

 

Summary 

In spite of the differences between the Seattle Times and the Vancouver Sun’s coverage, 

it is clear from the evidence produced by the analysis of the newspaper articles in the 

sample that the nature of the localisation is affected to some extent by the level of 

development of the stricken country. This is arguably a natural result of the processes 

involved in the production of news. The local newspapers used the coverage of the six 

earthquakes according to their own set of news values in order to make it meaningful 

for their audiences. Significantly, communalisation through the localisation of 

vulnerabilities and the direct comparisons between communities after the earthquakes in 

Japan and Chile included specific references to the hazards of the Pacific Northwest. 

This focused the coverage of those overseas events on to what it meant for their own 
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audience. At the same time, the coverage of the Turkey earthquake focused much more 

on the more general scientific knowledge gained from the earthquake and the 

experience that could have been gained by the deployment of the Vancouver search and 

rescue team.  

 

Similarly, the nature of the othering in the involvement of the third person community 

in the provision of aid and the response and recovery of the overseas earthquake 

changed according to the wealth of the stricken country. Following the earthquakes in 

Japan, Italy and Chile, there was little discussion of fundraising for the victims of the 

quake. However, the earthquakes in Turkey, and especially Pakistan and Haiti prompted 

a flurry of campaigns urging the donation of money, while national governments were 

compelled to donate large amounts of money and expertise to assist these countries. A 

dynamic was established where it appeared that without this assistance from countries 

such as Canada and the United States of America, an even greater catastrophe would 

occur as the stricken countries were unable to help themselves. 

 

Some indicators of othering occurred after all of the earthquakes in the sample, but the 

tone of the coverage still changed according to the level of development of the stricken 

country. The stricken countries with higher rankings in the HDI table generally had 

specific criticisms levelled at specific individuals or organisations decrying 

inefficiencies following the earthquake. These critiques were potentially the result of 

higher expectations of those in government in those nations compared to those in the 

lesser developed stricken countries. A much more general despair characterised the 

indicators of othering in the coverage of the earthquakes in Pakistan and Haiti 

especially, where the suffering of the people in those countries appeared to be inevitable 
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in the aftermath of the earthquakes. This is a different distinction in the nature of the 

othering. Where elements of human error were frequently mentioned in the articles 

covering the earthquakes in the more developed countries, structural problems were 

more frequently present in the coverage of the earthquakes in the poorer countries. This 

could be because the human error component was perceived as avoidable, while the 

structural problems are more difficult to resolve and the consequences of the 

earthquakes were determined by the newspapers to be somewhat inevitable. 

 

There were different indicators of othering which were much more prominent among 

the countries at the bottom of the HDI table. Social disorder was much more prominent 

following the earthquakes in Pakistan and Haiti, potentially reflecting an identifiable 

lack of law and order and the desperation of the victims of the quakes. Similarly, these 

two countries were portrayed as especially vulnerable to disasters because of their 

poverty and troubled histories, which contributed to the projection that these countries 

simply lacked any ability to cope with the earthquakes by themselves. This discourse 

could potentially prevent any lessons being learned in a third person community 

following these earthquakes. It is important to discuss what these findings mean in the 

context of existing disaster risk reduction literature, and what the implications are for 

disaster risk reduction policy. It is also important to acknowledge the consistent 

communalising of the overseas events in terms of the two third person communities’ 

vulnerabilities, and how this contributes to the knowledge of the patterns of news 

production.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

DISCUSSION 

Both communalisation and othering were evident in the localisation of the six overseas 

earthquakes in the Seattle Times and the Vancouver Sun. Both the quantitative data and 

the qualitative content analysis suggest that the nature of the localisation changed 

broadly according to the level of development of the stricken community. The findings 

add an additional perspective to the field of literature surrounding disaster risk 

reduction, where the localisation of vulnerabilities is apparent in the coverage of 

overseas disasters in the third person communities. However, this comparison between 

communities depended on a level of identification with the stricken community, and 

there was almost no localisation of vulnerabilities following the earthquakes in Pakistan 

and Haiti.  

 

Van Belle’s model for the successful implementation of disaster risk reduction depends 

on the communalisation of an overseas disaster event in the news coverage of a third 

person community. This occurred in some instances, but not in others in the 

investigation. The findings from this investigation suggest that it will be more difficult 

to successfully campaign for DRR after all overseas disaster events as the coverage will 

not put DRR on the public agenda after all disasters. Instead, this will only happen 

following disasters which occurred in countries that the third person community 

identifies with to the extent that they construct the news coverage of the event in terms 

of their own risks to a similar hazard. This constitutes a refinement of Van Belle’s 

model, and suggests that advocates of DRR need to be selective in their use of news 

coverage to campaign for DRR in a third person community. The establishment of the 
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typology of localisation is also a significant development of Van Belle’s model, 

identifying the different forms of localisation in news coverage. 

 

This chapter focuses the findings into a coherent discussion, suggesting how this 

investigation fits alongside existing theory and how the results build on previous 

knowledge to illustrate the nature of localisation in the news media. The findings add to 

the field of disaster risk reduction as they suggest opportunities are available for news 

coverage of overseas events in third person communities to be turned into disaster risk 

reduction policy. The findings also have implications for news theory as they add to the 

understanding of international news flows. There are several areas for future research 

worth exploring, where further investigations can build on the findings to add to the 

understanding of localisation and policy entrepreneurship in the pursuit of more 

effective implementation of DRR in third person communities. 

 

Implications for Disaster Risk Reduction 

This investigation uncovered patterns of both communalisation and othering in the 

coverage of the six overseas earthquakes in the Seattle Times and the Vancouver Sun, 

which changed according to the level of development of the stricken community. This 

knowledge contributes to the understanding of the news media’s coverage of disasters 

because while there has been previous research into the amount of disaster coverage 

itself according to a variety of variables, the content of the coverage itself has not been 

the subject of previous enquiry. A better understanding of how news is produced in at-

risk communities following disasters is important in understanding how DRR may 

become on the public agenda.  
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The differences in coverage of the overseas earthquakes were most evident in the 

communalisation of vulnerabilities. This occurred in the newspapers following the 

earthquakes in the more developed countries, with the notable exception of Italy. The 

Chilean earthquake prompted most of this communalisation though, which was not 

predicted at the outset of the investigation. The third person communities did localise 

overseas disasters to the risks they face themselves, but this depends on the level of 

development of the stricken country. However, this pattern was not as clear as was 

expected and the distribution of the localisation did not simply reflect development in a 

linear fashion. The existence of communalisation does suggest that news coverage of 

non-local disasters can reflect domestic priorities and that it can be used to propel DRR 

onto the public agenda. This presents opportunities for policy entrepreneurs to exploit 

to campaign for DRR in their own rational self-interest as Van Belle’s model suggests. 

This is significant in the suggestion that lessons do not have to be learned first-hand and 

that there is the capacity to capitalise on overseas disasters to lessen the risks faced in 

communities yet unscarred from their own hazards. However, if this depends on a 

particular affinity between communities, this will limit the number of opportunities 

available for public discussions of DRR in third person communities.  

 

Therefore, the opportunities for discussions of disaster resilience in the third person 

community are not always going to be readily available. The othering in the provision 

of aid and the involvement in the response and recovery in this investigation 

demonstrated this, where the coverage focused on their community’s role in providing 

aid and resources for the stricken community rather than imagining that they could 

suffer from a similar event. The coverage was constructed in a way that implied that 

these nations would not be able to cope without this support in the aftermath of these 
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earthquakes. This effectively established a victim-saviour relationship between the two 

communities. These judgements were not made following the earthquakes in Japan, 

Italy and Chile, where these countries were generally portrayed as being much more 

self-sufficient, despite some governmental failures. This suggests that this type of 

coverage of overseas disasters is unlikely to produce discussions of DRR in the third 

person community. However, this finding does have significant implications for the 

understanding of third person communities’ humanitarian response to overseas disasters 

and their contribution to the relief efforts. The findings suggest that fundraising efforts 

are likely to be most widely covered in the news following earthquakes in lesser-

developed countries. There is the possibility if the necessary conditions are met, for this 

type of news coverage to lead to humanitarian intervention by the governments of third 

person communities through the CNN Effect if its necessary preconditions are met, 

such as policy uncertainty and elite dissensus.  

 

Even though all six earthquakes prompted othering in the research sample, the nature of 

this was again found to have changed according to the level of development of the 

stricken country. Each government was liable for criticism according to the different 

expectations of their ability to prepare and respond to the earthquakes. Poor 

construction was also relative. For instance, where Japanese failings were outlined 

because they were unexpected, the earthquakes in Italy and Turkey prompted 

allegations of illegality in the construction industry, and the coverage of Pakistan and 

Haiti focused on their poverty as an explanation for their buildings’ poor performance 

in the earthquakes. Japanese cultural traits were admiringly described, even if it was 

patronising, but the coverage of the Pakistani and Haitian earthquakes criticised their 

treatment of women, children and the disabled. Social disorder was present after the 
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earthquakes in Chile, Pakistan and Haiti especially, while Haiti was responsible for a 

great deal of the coverage which featured details of a country’s troubled history, 

poverty and a general lack of ability to cope by themselves.  

 

This othering suggests that differences between communities may preclude the third 

person community’s news media from acknowledging that they are susceptible to the 

same risks. This presents a development to Van Belle’s model as this finding suggests 

that not all overseas disasters present an opportunity for news media to propel DRR 

onto the public agenda. Instead, it may only be possible following disasters in similarly 

developed countries, with which the third person community can establish an affinity. 

This is a significant because it may help to avoid wasting DRR aid on communities who 

are presently unwilling to face the social, political and economic costs of implementing 

it. This knowledge could inform those organisations currently promoting and funding 

the implementation of DRR in at-risk communities, and lead to more efficient use of the 

limited resources available. If aid is only given to those communities with news media 

that are already communalising overseas disasters to prompt a public discussion off 

DRR, it could potentially lead to the more efficient use of scarce resources. 

 

Implications for News theory  

The findings contribute to the understanding of international news flows and the 

production of news. Although it is logical that a news outlet would interpret overseas 

events by covering them in a fashion that makes them relevant to their local audience, 

this investigation has confirmed that this does happen. Previous research has suggested 

that the level of identification between communities affects the frequency of coverage 

of overseas disaster events. This investigation has demonstrated that the level of 
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identification between the stricken community and the third person community also 

affects the nature of the coverage of the disaster event, adding to the understanding of 

the production of the news. 

 

These findings have significant implications for news theory. Firstly, they demonstrate 

that the inclusion of news stories for publication is selective, evidenced in the fact that 

the coverage of the overseas earthquakes was different across the six stricken countries. 

The gatekeeping practices of the two newspapers determined that the overseas 

earthquakes were newsworthy enough to be included in their bulletins, although what 

made the event newsworthy differed depending on the level of development of the 

stricken community. Significantly, the nature of the localisation in the news coverage 

changed according to the level of development of the affected country, reflecting the 

news values of the respective newsrooms, where different aspects of the earthquakes 

demanded coverage for different reasons. The practical application of Galtung and 

Ruge’s news values of meaningfulness and personalisation resulted in the localisation 

of the overseas earthquakes, where the events were constructed by the newspapers in a 

manner which interpreted those events as affecting their own locality. More importantly, 

the presence of communalisation and othering augments their news values, and this 

presents an additional perspective to theoretical discussions of how the news is 

produced.  

 

The typology of localisation constitutes a significant theoretical development of Van 

Belle’s model. The typology of communalisation, partial communalisation, neutral 

localisation, partial othering, and othering can be applied to analyse other news events. 

The findings also suggest several meaningful additions to the understanding of 
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communalisation and othering. The findings uncovered evidence that localisation is not 

only present in the news coverage of overseas disasters, but its nature is affected by 

factors other than the damage caused by the earthquake. While the pattern of the 

communalisation and othering across stricken communities did not perfectly match 

expectation, the findings do suggest that development is a very significant factor in 

influencing the nature of the coverage.  

 

The findings demonstrate that localisation is worthy of further scrutiny as the news is 

packaged to meet its audience’s needs as best as possible, interpreting events in a 

framework that best fits the expectations and the needs of that community. Local news 

outlets maintain an audience through this practice, especially in their coverage of events 

from outside their locality – where those events must be localised for them to be worthy 

of inclusion in their bulletin. The findings confirm the presence of localisation in the 

news coverage of non-local disaster events, and that the level of development affects 

how this localisation is evident in this coverage. It would be useful to examine other 

types of news events and investigate whether similar patterns of localisation are 

apparent in the resulting news coverage there. 

 

Suggestions for Future Research 

This investigation hypothesised that disaster events in lesser-developed countries would 

rarely prompt communalisation. The othering found in the investigation suggests it is 

unlikely for third person communities to identify with the disasters experienced by 

stricken communities in developing countries and for their news media to respond to 

those events by interpreting that event in terms of their own vulnerabilities. It could be 

unrealistic to assume that the people of the third person community can identify with 
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the people of the stricken community to the extent where they can see themselves as 

potential victims of a similar event. If this were true of all third person communities, 

this would be important for DRR as the more targeted use of scarce resources could 

help to implement DRR in communities where it is already on the public agenda.  

 

Future research could be conducted to determine whether the same patterns of 

communalisation and othering are found in the analysis of the news media of 

developing countries in their overseas disaster coverage. This research could examine 

whether the third person communities repeat the same practices of identifying with the 

wealthier countries and differentiating themselves from the poorer countries. It is 

possible that a different set of third person communities would identify more with the 

poorer nations and localise their vulnerabilities more than what the newspapers of 

Seattle and Vancouver did in this investigation. It would be useful to examine whether 

at-risk cities like Dhaka [Bangladesh], New Delhi [India], Kingston [Jamaica], Lima 

[Peru], and Manila [Philippines] feature similar patterns of communalisation and 

othering as the Seattle Times and the Vancouver Sun after the same six overseas 

earthquakes.  

 

This future research would build on the understanding of international news flows and 

help determine how the news media in developing countries identify themselves. The 

investigation could reveal who they identify themselves with through the nature of the 

localisation in the news coverage of overseas disasters – whether the third person 

communities identify with similarly-developed countries or whether they communalise 

more after the developed countries they may be aspiring to be. This research could also 

be useful for discussions of DRR by providing insights into the interpretation of hazards 
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in at-risk communities in developing countries. It is possible there could be some 

cultural or philosophical differences between third person communities in their 

interpretation of disaster events and the risks these hazards present to their own locality. 

 

Alternatively, the research methodology could be applied to communities who have 

been affected by an earthquake in living memory, and whether the same trends of were 

evident or whether they approached overseas earthquakes entirely differently. The 

Seattle Times coverage after 2001 hints at the fact that there may be some difference in 

the way overseas disasters are localised by a recently-stricken community. It could be 

informative to analyse the news media in cities struck by natural disasters in living 

memory and assess how the nature of their coverage compared to the findings in this 

investigation. For example, it would be interesting to examine the coverage of 

hurricanes in the New York Times before and after Hurricane Sandy. Similarly, it would 

be interesting to examine the news media of communities which were not directly 

affected by the disaster event but were close enough to have some connections with the 

community which was affected. For instance, it could be useful to examine the San 

Francisco Chronicle’s coverage of overseas disasters following the 1994 Northridge 

earthquake in Southern California. This could further contribute to the understanding of 

how the news media interpret disaster events in terms of their own vulnerabilities. 

 

It is also important to investigate policy entrepreneurship as outlined in Van Belle’s 

model. He proposed that a disaster event could be a catalyst for the implementation of 

DRR if political actors use the opportunity presented by the news coverage of that event 

to promote DRR in their own community. There are some indications that policy 

entrepreneurship does follow disasters. For instance, Birkland identified Senator Alan 
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Cranston, H. Guyford Stever and Frank Press as political actors who were active in 

pursuing policy change following earthquakes, and the San Fernando earthquake in 

1971 in particular (1997, 66-73). Further research should seek to establish whether it is 

possible for political actors to successfully exploit communalisation between 

communities to promote disaster risk reduction policies as predicted in Van Belle’s 

model. This could involve analysing if policy entrepreneurship is present in the news 

coverage of overseas events. The research should evaluate their success in establishing 

measures of disaster risk reduction, and why they were successful or why they failed. It 

is perhaps even more important to identify whether the pursuit of DRR policies were 

politically successful and led to any increases in popularity among the policy 

entrepreneurs as this could encourage policy entrepreneurs to become active in 

campaigning for DRR following non-local disasters. This is particularly significant 

because the research could confirm that disaster risk reduction can become a political 

issue in the aftermath of an overseas disaster, and that it can be prudent for political 

actors to pursue disaster risk reduction in their own rational self-interest.  

 

Olson and Gawronksi established a framework to account for how the political response 

to catastrophic events can become a ‘political crisis’ in the aftermath of a disaster 

(2010). However, Healy and Malhotra found that “myopic voters” in the United States 

“do not significantly reward governors for federal relief or preparedness spending” 

(2009, 392). If DRR became an issue on the public agenda through the 

communalisation between communities in the news coverage, it is possible that there 

would be greater reward for politicians who invest in preparedness spending and greater 

consequences for political actors who do not embrace DRR measures. However, 

avoiding a crisis is not necessarily newsworthy as it is difficult for policy entrepreneurs 
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to claim credit for an event which does not happen, so pursuing DRR following a 

distant event remains the best opportunity for policy entrepreneurs to be successful. 

 

Future research could help to confirm a model from which the news media, NGOs and 

policymakers could act together to implement disaster risk reduction in their 

community following an overseas earthquake. This has implications for disaster 

preparedness in at-risk communities all over the world in informing discussions of how 

to better achieve disaster risk reduction and establish more efficient uses of resources to 

mitigate against the risks of natural hazards. This could also be useful in influencing 

how aid is donated, with efforts focused on providing aid to those communities which 

are ready and willing to implement disaster risk reduction. This could ultimately lead to 

the successful implementation of disaster risk reduction if the preconditions of DRR in 

Van Belle’s model are met.  

 

This research could have significant consequences for DRR policy, but it also 

represents a dramatic departure from the prevailing ways of thinking about disaster risk 

reduction. If further evidence suggests that the preconditions in Van Belle’s model have 

to be met for disaster risk reduction to be implemented, this could lead to more effective 

efforts at fomenting DRR policy in third person communities and more efficient use of 

money spent on DRR aid. Most importantly, it could result in disaster events causing 

fewer casualties in at-risk communities. Lessons can be learned from overseas disaster 

events in third person communities. It is important that more research is conducted to 

determine how at-risk communities all around the world can seize the opportunities 

presented by distant disasters to prepare for when disaster strikes closer to home.  
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APPENDIX 

THE NEWSPAPER ARTICLES IN THE SAMPLE 

The Seattle Times 
Japan earthquake 
Anonymous. 1995. “Are You Prepared for When a Quake Hits?” The Seattle Times, 

January 18. 
The Associated Press. 1995a. “The Survivors Seek Refuge: Hundreds of Thousands 

Homeless; Quake Toll Passes 2,500.” The Seattle Times, January 18.  
———. 1995b. “The Survivors Seek Refuge: Quake Forces Kobe Rescuers to Leave 

Dead, Save the Living: Hundreds of Thousands Homeless; Death Toll Passes 
3,000.” The Seattle Times, January 18. 

The Associated Press, and the Washington Post. “1995a. “Death Toll Past 4,000: Kobe 
Relief Operation Can’t Meet Basic Needs of Survivors.” The Seattle Times, 
January 19.  

———. 1995b. “Kobe Quietly Mourns: Relief Operation Lags Behind Needs of 
Japanese.” The Seattle Times, January 19.  

Benkoil, Dorian. 1995. “Six Months After Quake, Kobe Struggles to Rebuild.” The 
Seattle Times, July 17. 

Boardman, David. 1996. “One year ago, Kobe was rocked by quake: Kobe rebuilds, but 
first images can be deceptive.” The Seattle Times, January 16. 

Dietrich, Bill. 1995a. “‘Everyone is Spooked’: Mild Quake has Similarities to Kobe’s 
Disastrous One, Showing Area’s Vulnerability.” The Seattle Times, January 
30. 

———. 1995b. “Seattle Built to Withstand Quake Better than Kobe.” The Seattle 
Times, January 24. 

Eliason, Marcus. 1995. “A Year After Quake, Kobe’s Residents are Still Suffering.” 
The Seattle Times, December 31. 

Farrey, Tom. 1995. “A Kingdome-size Dilemma on Earthquake Safety: Tough Choices 
Ahead on Safeguards.” The Seattle Times, May 16. 

Friedman, David. 1995. “Assessing Kobe’s Psychic Aftershocks.” The Seattle Times, 
January 26. 

Martens, Carole. 1995. “Pro/Con: On Tuesday Seattle Voters Will Decide the Fate of a 
$330 Million Levy to Renovate and Rebuild 19 Seattle Schools.” The Seattle 
Times, February 3. 

Simon, Jim. 1995a. “City Hall in Kobe is Now a Huge Homeless Shelter: Quake 
Survivors Putting Lives Back Together as Best they Can.” The Seattle Times, 
January 24. 

———. 1995b. “Kobe: Reporter Sketches Scenes from Shattered City.” The Seattle 
Times, January 29. 

———. 1995c. “Kobe Slowly Returning to Life: Electricity, Water Being Restored; 
Subway Starts Up.” The Seattle Times, January 23. 
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———. 1995d. “Kobe’s Elderly Stoically Endure Pain and Loss: ‘You Cannot Expect 
Government to Help Much,’ Says One.” The Seattle Times, January 27. 

Talmadge, Eric. 1995. “Newsmen See Devastation in a Walk through Hell.” The Seattle 
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