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The Effects of a Probabilistic Estimation of
Earthquake Occurrence on the Awareness of
Disaster Prevention

Atsushi Tanaka - Hiroaki Yoshii

abstract

In this paper, the effects of a probabilistic estimation of earthquake occurrence on the awareness of
disaster prevention are discussed. In May 1998, the Research Committee on Earthquake Disaster, founded
by the Japanese government, estimated the probabilities with which several earthquakes would occur and
announced them. According to the committee, the probability of an occurrence of the next Tokai Earthquake
within 30 years was 36 percent. This probabilistic and long-term estimation is an revolutionary trial in
earthquake prediction efforts, but there remain many problems. One of these problems is whether residents
can evaluate such estimations properly and put them to practical use. Findings in psychology show
consistently that people can't make full use of probabilistic information. In order to shed light on how
residents accept such information and evaluate it, a mail survey was conducted in Shizuoka city in
September 1998. The main results are as follows. On average, the citizens of Shizuoka estimated the
occurrence probability of the next Tokai Earthquake at 60 percent by intuition. They felt that an earthquake
was impending if they were told the disaster would occur with more probability than 30-50 percent.
Consequently they took the estimation by the Research Committee as lower than their own. However, they
thought that they had had better promote disaster measures as well as or more than their present level. And
they didn't think that 30 years was too long to judge whether they should take disaster measures or that such
probabilistic expression was too difficult to understand, making the announcement of this estimation
insignificant. They also claimed that any information should be announced to residents but national and/or
local governments should also tell citizens how to take the proper actions, adding to those information.
Being based of these findings, some implications were discussed
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