A COMPARATIVE STUDY OF THE ONLINE NEWS COVERAGE OF THE 2011
JAPANESE EARTHQUAKE AND 2017 IRAN-IRAQ EARTHQUAKE DISASTER BY
SELECTED INTERNATIONAL ONLINE NEWS MEDIA

Introduction:
The ‘online news’ is a commonly used platform to access news and information today, as
many people no longer buy or read the conventional newspapers and magazines. The way
online news is presented about news and events keeps changing; especially since the advent
of the social media and digital convergence.
The question now arises about how the major International Online News Media (from now
IONM) reports disaster news such as earthquake online? Is there any change in how IONMs
headline disaster news on their online pages and does this matter? Does the coverage (or noncoverage) of such news signify anything socially or politically? This study will seek to probe
and resolve these questions through a comparative critical discourse analysis of the coverage
of the earthquake disasters that took place in Japan and Iran-Iraq border in 2011 and 2017
respectively.

The Purpose of this Comparative Critical Discourse Analysis (CCDA) study:
1. To study and reflect on how the front page texts used in breaking earthquake disaster news
were constructed to reflect and conform to the editorial policy, ideology and power of the
selected IMOs.
2. To study and compare the ‘headline narratives’ deployed in breaking the earthquake
disaster news with a view to measure the gap(s) between the headline narratives between
countries of the global north and global south with particular reference to the 2011 Japan and
2017 Iran-Iraq earthquakes.
3. To compare critically the online breaking news reportage of the March, 2011 Japan
earthquake and November, 2017 Iran-Iraq earthquake; with a view to finding out how the
IONMs have evolved overtime in their online reporting of earthquake disaster news.
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Literature Review:
Branston and Stafford (2006, pp. 196) described news as the end product of complex
processes of evaluation and framing. They laid out Galtung and Ruge’s (1981)’s argument
that news is structured according to unspoken values rather than ‘discovered’ and outlined
three key levels in news dissemination:
1. frequency of the time scale of events perceived as ‘newsworthy’;
2. threshold or the size of the event that’s needed for its being newsworthy and
3. the proximity or the perceived relevance of the event to the values of the audience. All
these shall be analysed further down this study.
Van Dijk (2011, pp. 357-358) described Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) as seeking to
mediate semiotics as a form of social practice. It looks not only at the language and symbols
in discourse, but at the overall relationship and influence of the diverse elements of the
situation(s), institution(s), and social structure(s) which frames the discursive event.
News making is a discourse. News packaging and delivery are in a constant state of flux as a
result of the change(s) in technology and the social environment as we have observed through
the years. (Hall, 2001, pp. 41) described news as “one of the defining institutions of the
information society”. Stuart Hall in (Williams, 2010, pp. 159) described the media as being
part of the politics of signification because they ‘give meaning’ to the events happening
around them. The online news media functions using a set of narrative codes and conventions
which are widely used in reporting of events and disasters such as earthquake.
Barthes’ explanation of the myths and signs is much relevant in studying the online news
media today. He described how event in the society is shaped by the representation which the
bourgeoisie has laid down for the larger society or the global world (Durham and Kellner,
2012, pp. 126-127). Through the pages of the online news media, one can perceive the reality
of the current global politics and the power and diplomacy at play.
This further buttressed the claims by Fortunati et al (2009) in (Bal and Baruh, 2015, pp. 214)
that there has been a change in how news is produced and consumed as a result of the new
communication technologies which has brought about increased participation of the audience.
The social media is increasingly important in news delivery. News break out fast these days,
so for the online news page to be effective and up to date; it must give an instant narration
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through a set of symbolic codes; which usually is in the form of photos and strong written
headlines (Williams, 2010, pp. 143). This is an area where the social media is of great
importance, particularly in the reporting of earthquake disaster that needs immediate
coverage and careful narration.
The increasing role of the citizen reporters in the reporting of earthquake disaster as noticed
across the online pages therefore reinforces the notion of Bal and Beruh (2015, pp. 215)
which suggested that news organisations are having to break news (publish), fact-check,
challenge available evidence, filter the story based on available evidence and then re-publish
(update) their news. Bal and Baruh, (2015, pp. 223) sounded a note of caution regarding the
limitation of citizen reporting when it comes to emergency events. Some events like
earthquake are usually sudden and may not be easily captured by the video; making video
evidence accounts difficult to measure or find.
Storey (2009, pp. 121) noted that meaning is created about the different texts that is put out
by the originator of the text (signifier) or the audience. In other words, different types of
meanings were produced when language and symbols were made available to the specific
IONM audience regarding the two earthquake disasters. The headline texts used in framing
the breaking news are also of great importance. (Faireclough, 1992, pp. 75) posited that texts
have a meaning potential and it is capable of being interpreted in different forms which
sometimes overlaps or contradicts in meaning.
The editorial policy of the international news providers are generally tied to their ideology.
The ‘normative’ ideology of the international news providers is to report news or share
stories with their audience in a way that will engage and enlighten them. In order to do this,
each online page of the news organisations studied was found to exhibit a negotiated position
between their ownership, editorial policy or value, brand and audience; all of which together
shapes their page outlook, headline composition and by extension their ideology. A quick
examination of the editorial policies of four of the eight IONM studied readily reveals the
interest of the owner and the driving force behind their operations.
For instance, the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) aims to report what matters in the
United Kingdom and around the world, delivering impartial, free and fair news to its
audience through an evidence-based reporting and sound professional judgement. (BBC,
Editorial Values, 2017) “The BBC sees its audience as citizens who have the right to
independent and impartial information. When a BBC correspondent reports a story, the aim is
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to provide an insight based on evidence and on professional judgement - uncluttered by
commercial interest or the need to support a particular proprietor or ideology” (BBC, 2017).

Methodology:
The online disaster news coverage of the March, 2011 Japanese (Tsunami) earthquake and
the November, 2017 Iran-Iraq earthquake were studied. The headline texts used in the
narration of the breaking news was carefully looked into and extracted for their intended
meaning in relation to the other texts within the headline frame. For example, “Tsunami
Surge” and “World’s Deadliest quake of 2017” are both breaking news headlines that is
meant to be reporting an earthquake incident. But, the second gave out more details regarding
the location (world), human cost (deadliest) and the time (2017) of the earthquake incident.
Screenshots of the online coverage of the breaking news of the 2017 Iran-Iraq earthquake and
the online archives of the 2011 Japanese earthquake online coverage (and some attempts by
the news organisations to make sense of the initial news by using blogs and YouTube) were
compiled. The headline texts used were studied, extracted and critiqued closely for any
ideological, political or social bias or any form of negligence or under-reporting which may
be a reflection of any of the above.
Data obtained was in the form of online page views and screenshots taken from a 15 inches
laptop, photographs, and placement of the photos, headline wordings, letter fonts and sizes
used. An occasional reference(s) is made to other news narration on the page and links to the
social media such as the Facebook and YouTube in order to support observations and
explanations.
The six (6) international online news media (IONM) studied are as follows:
1. British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC)
2. Al Jazeera
3. Russia TV (RT)
4. Cable News Network (CNN)
5. Deutsche Welle (DW) and
6. Voice of America (VOA)
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Justification of Methodology:
According to Hartley (2011, pp. 99-101), a meaning can be assigned to a word based on the
intention of the speaker (originator of text) or based on what the receiver (audience) translates
it to be or mean. The sense in which the word ‘death’ is used in the headline here is the loss
of human beings in great number that cannot be properly substantiated and is more used in
breaking news. ‘Killed’ may be more likely a certain figure, as its use is reserved for the past
or post-earthquake breaking news story feed.
Earthquakes are known to be deadly, no matter which region it strikes. As revealed in the
wording of the headline texts, the 2011 Japan earthquake’s breaking news headline was
narrated by means of the ‘region’ (or geographical location) of the area it struck, or the
damages to the nuclear facilities. Whereas, the headline of the 2017 Iran-Iraq earthquake was
narrated using ‘death’, ‘deadliest’ or ‘killed’ to signify (or quantify) the enormity of the
tragedy in relations to loss of lives. The Signification of ‘Death’, ‘Killed’ and ‘Region’ as
reflected in headline texts is shown in Table 1.
Table 1: Headline Texts

IONMs
BBC
NEWS
Online
Al
Jazeera
News
Russia TV
CNN

2017 Iraq-Iran Earthquake
a. Iran-Iraq Quake is 2017 deadliest
b. Iran-Iraq Border Earthquake is deadliest of 2017
Iran-Iraq Quake: ‘A sudden wave of death’

Deutsche Welle

Why the ground shakes so often in Iran?

VOA

No report about Iran-Iraq earthquake when

Facebook

a. Earthquake Damages Iraqi Dam
b. Iran-Iraq Quake: Earthquake Devastation
c. Earthquake (Iran-Iraq): Powerful earthquake in Iraq
kills at least 130
a. Al Jazeera tweet - At least, 300 people have been No Record on 2011 Japanese
killed in an earthquake that shook the border region Earthquake
between Iraq and Iran. Rescue teams are still
searching
for
survivors.
https://twitter.com/AJEnglish?ref_src=twsrc%5Egoogl
e%7Ctwcamp%5Eserp%7Ctwgr%5Eauthor

Twitter

No Reportage
World’s Deadliest quake of 2017

it broke

2011 Japanese Earthquake
Japan Earthquake: Tsunami
hits North-East
Massive Tsunami devastates
Japan
Tsunami Surge
“Here is a minute by minute
look at the devastating
earthquake that hits Japan”
Japan’s Tsunami victims only
had 13 minutes warning
Hour by Hour Blog on
Earthquake in Japan
No Record on 2011 Japanese
Earthquake

5

13.11.2017
b. Associated Press – Official tells news agencies that
Iran’s death toll in powerful earthquake rises to 407.
https://twitter.com/AP?ref_src=twsrc%5Egoogle%7Ct
wcamp%5Eserp%7Ctwgr%5Eauthor 13.11.2017
c. Death toll in Iran-Iraq border earthquake rises to 335,
officials say, with thousands more injured. Thousands
of others are injured in the strong earthquake; the
world’s
deadliest
so
far
this
year
https://twitter.com/bbcbreaking 13.11.2017
d. Breaking: Iran’s state run news agency says death toll
rises to 328 killed in powerful earthquake on Iran-Iraq
border.
https://twitter.com/AP/status/929991131269599232

Headline Summaries:
A headline is a discourse that can be subjective or connote one or more meanings. In the
breaking news headlines of the IONM studied, the representation of the earthquake tragedies
was expressed textually in three ways and are grouped as follows:
Human Loss - ‘death’, ‘deadliest’ or ‘killed’
Material Loss – Time, Dam Damages (Dam), Nuclear Power Station Damages (Nuclear)
Environmental (Geographical) Loss – Tsunami, North-East, Japan, Iran-Iraq, Iran-Iraq
Borders, Ground Shakes, Region.
The textual groups for the November, 2017 Iran-Iraq Earthquake and March, 2011 Japan
(Tsunami) earthquake presented in Tables 2 and 3 respectively.

Table 2: November, 2017 Iran-Iraq Earthquake Breaking News Main Text
IONMs
BBC
Al Jazeera

Human Loss
(20 Points)
Deadliest
Death

20
20

Material Loss
(20 Points)
Dam (control room)

Geographical Loss
(20 Points)
20
0

0
0
6

Russia TV
CNN
Deutsche Welle
VOA

*No Reportage
Deadliest

No Reportage

TOTAL Points

0
20
0

0
20
0

Buildings Crumble

0
0
Ground Shakes,
Iran

20

0

20
0

100

40

20

Table 3: March, 2011 Japan (Tsunami) earthquake Breaking News Main Text
INOs

Human Loss
(20 Points)

Material Loss
(20 Points)

BBC
Al Jazeera
Russia TV
CNN
Deutsche Welle
VOA

0
0
0
0
0
0

TOTAL Points

0

Nuclear Plant
Nuclear Plant
Pedestrian Road

0
0
0
20
20
20

Geographical Loss
(20 Points)
North-East
20
Tsunami, Japan 20
Tsunami
20
Japan
20
Japan
20
Japan
20

60

120

Discussion of Findings:
Reflections and Critique: In Picture 1a, the BBC broke the news about the November, 2017
Iran-Iraq earthquake by reporting that it is the deadliest quake of the year 2017. This account
was monitored online on Monday, 13th of November, 2017 has no written account except for
a citizen’s reporter video account uploaded showing rescue efforts.
In Picture 1b, the BBC gave a more robust account of the story in written and video forms, as
well as addition of other news reports covering a wide range of issues not related to the IranIraq earthquake incident. Which revealed a peculiar ability of the online news platform to
change, influence or promote a story by using other stories as bait to leverage other stories. In
this case, it is of note the number of video news clips (six in all) that was made available for
the users to access as the news became more authentic; as well as the BBC News World
Service Radio link that has replaced the social media link provided in Picture 1a as shown by
the yellow arrows.
In Picture 1c, the BBC’s breaking news headline of the Japanese earthquake is more about
the geographical description of where the disaster was most hit, with video news and social
media links, but no account of number of deaths was reported. This relates well with the
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current position of the social media and its use by the established media in breaking news as
narrated by Bal and Beruh (2015, pp. 215). The INOs are using the social media to break
news by part-publishing the story with caution while fact-checking and challenging available
evidences before formally filtering, re-packaging and publishing the stories based on their
own editorial position, ideology and format.
In Pictures 2a and 2b., the Al-Jazeera news headline about the 2017 Iran-Iraq earthquake
reported a ‘sudden wave’ of death. The 2011 Japan’s earthquake’s headline is more casually
reported without any mention of death even for Al Jazeera that is known for its reformist
view and tendency to sensationalise news reports while reporting on Arab issues (Seib, 2007,
pp. 105-109). Perhaps this fits well with the view of Van Djik (2011, pp. 33) citing (Clancy,
1980 and Duranti, 1984) that “the explicitness of referential forms correlates with the degree
of empathy felt towards the event”. Al Jazeera English is owned and funded by the state of
Qatar which has very strong diplomatic and valuable trade relations with Japan.
The Russia TV carried a short news highlight about Iran’s nuclear programme instead of the
breaking news about the 2017 Iran-Iraq border devastating earthquake. “Tehran remains
within key limits of key nuclear deal – IAEA”. The 2011 Japan earthquake story was
headlined “Tsunami Surge” with high visibility and video links of the earthquake devastation.
This comes as no surprise given that Iran is a close ally of the Russian (who owns the RT)
and the topsy-turvy relationship between Russia and Japan (The Diplomat, 2017).
(Downing et-al, 2004, pp. 13) stressed that there are various types of media with different
types of identities, structural diversities and sizes in form of old and new media which
reflects national, regional and local boundaries in which they are situated. In other words
media is influenced by the geography, politics and policies of the owner and the audience it is
meant to serve. It is of note that the VOA covered the US President’s visit to Saudi Arabia
while the news continue to break compared with the detailed reporting of the 2011 Japanese
earthquake. The German Deutsche Welle maintained a typical neutral stance in their headline
reporting of the two events.
It was generally observed that IONMs are using the social media like Twitter to break news
and then direct users to their own website and news room through a link that gives a more
comprehensive account of the story (Yellow Arrow on Pictures 1 and 2). Van Dijk (1988, pp.
1) described news in the press qualitatively as a media format with a mass media appeal that
shares similarities with news on the radio and television. This line of thought is in sync with
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today’s state of media convergence in which there is little line that separates the various types
of media in the way they are represented online. (Pictures 8a, 8b, 8c)
A common feature of the online pages of the IONMs studied is the use of ‘short video news
clips’ (for the purpose of this study). This is in tandem with the view shared by Lievrouw and
Livingstone (2006, pp. 39) about the desirability and flexibility of digital texts. He opined
that “writers of computer mediated communication should be aware that their readers are
capable of sharing or responding to the texts they are producing for online consumption”. The
online pages of the eight IONMs studied revealed that a lot of the breaking news coverage
about the earthquakes was based on texts shared by the audience on the social media notably
Twitter and Facebook.

Conclusions:
On account of the study above, it is fair to say that the IONMs report earthquake disaster
breaking news based on their editorial policy, ideology and power relations with the countries
involved in the disaster. There is no account left on the Twitter for the 2011 Japanese
earthquake, which reveals the Twitter’s position as an ‘on-going’ media. Unlike the other
INOs that has records of the 2011 Japan earthquake for user’s access and reference. The
ability of the IONMs to adapt the social media in news leveraging, whereby they break the
news as soon as it happens and then fact-check before comprehensive reports with video and
audio files are added on their own sites is worth noting.
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Picture 1a. BBC Online, 2017. 18th November, 2017, 18.00hrs
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Picture 1b. BBC Online, 2017. 13th November, 2017, 22.00hrs
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Picture 1c. BBC Online, 2011. Japan Earthquake: Tsunami hits northeast. Assessed 20.11.2017
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Picture 2a. Aljazeera English, 13th November, 2017, 19.02hrs
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Picture 2b. Aljazeera English, 11 March, 2011 (Time not available)
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Picture 3a. Russia Today Online, 13th November, 2017, 19.05hrs

15

Picture 3b. RT YouTube Account: 2011 Japanese Earthquake Coverage. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1KQ2-gTqFfA
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Picture 3c. RT YouTube Account: 2011 Japanese Earthquake Coverage. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w3AdFjklR50
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Picture 4a. Cable News Network (CNN), 13th November, 2017, 19.10hrs
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Picture 4b: CNN 2011 : By Wire Staff - Japan earthquake and tsunami: Timeline [( March 13, 2011 -- Updated 0422 GMT (1222 HKT)]
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Picture 5a. Deutsche Welle Online, 13 November, 2017, 19.42hrs
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Picture 5b. Deutsche Welle Online, 2011. http://www.dw.com/en/japans-tsunami-victims-only-had-15-minutes-warning/a-14904863
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Picture 6a. VOICE OF AMERICA (VOA), 13th November, 2017, 20.34hrs.

(https://www.voanews.com/a/investors-remain-wary-in-wake-of-saudi-crackdown/4112664.html)
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Picture 6b. VOICE OF AMERICA (VOA), 2011 Blog Account. https://www.voanews.com/a/major-earthquake-tsunami-hit-japan-117785138/136332.html
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Picture 7a. Facebook Newsfeed 13 November, 2017, 20.45hrs
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Picture 7b. BBC News, 2011: Facebook Maps Status Updates for the First Time.
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/technology-12730297/facebook-maps-status-updates-on-japanese-earthquake
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Picture 8a. Twitter: Al Jazeera on Twitters, 13 November, 2017, 20.52hrs
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Picture 8b. Twitter: Associated Press on twitters, 13th November, 2017, 21.12hrs
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Picture 8c. Twitter: Associated Press 13.12.2017 12.35hrs
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APPENDIX:
BBC British Broadcasting Corporation
IONM International Online News Media
VOA Voice of America
RT Russia Television
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