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A magnitude 5.4 earthquake triggered by a geothermal power plant occurred in Pohang city, South
Korea in 2017. Before the earthquake, Pohang and Korean society were unaware of the risks
associated with geothermal energy. Based on the concept of ‘hypocognition’, this study explores the
relationship between this lack of risk perception at the social level and the conventional news
discourse on geothermal energy in the Korean news media. This study analyzes news articles from
seven major newspapers from July 1957 to December 2019 and shows that the Korean news media
tends to report on geothermal energy by focusing on sensational events such as earthquakes rather
than continuously discussing geothermal energy for a long period. Using a combination of media
news frame analysis and critical discourse analysis, it is demonstrated that, prior to the Pohang
earthquake, Korean media coverage on geothermal energy consisted of: 1) economic effectiveness of
geothermal power as an alternative energy source (economy frame), 2) scientific and technological
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advantages of geothermal power and differences from existing energy sources (science and
technology frame), 3) environmental sustainability of geothermal energy (environment frame), and 4)
the way to develop geothermal power from an energy policy perspective (politics frame). However,
after the Pohang earthquake, the Korean media's news frame on geothermal energy shifted toward
the cause of the earthquake triggered by the geothermal power plant (science and technology frame),
compensation for earthquake damages to citizens, and the controversy over who was responsible for
the earthquake (politics frame). Due to this news frame shift, news reports emphasizing the economic
benefits of geothermal energy as an alternative energy source, as well as its eco-friendliness, are
decreasing. To put it simply, the Korean media discourse on geothermal energy changed from
‘geothermal energy as economic and eco-friendly science and technology’ to ‘geothermal energy as a
problematic science technology that causes earthquakes and creates a political dispute regarding who
is responsible for the earthquake’ before and after the Pohang earthquake. It is noteworthy that, prior
to and even after the earthquake, media reports regarding geothermal energy still rarely include
frames on ‘morality/ethics’, ‘scientific/technical uncertainty’, and ‘uncontrollability’ that can arise
when certain sciences and technologies are introduced socially. It is doubtful that geothermal power
plants could have been installed so easily in regions susceptible to earthquakes if these aspects of
social discussion existed in the media frame. Accordingly, Korean society was in a ‘hypocognition’
state, in which the absence of systems of frames relating to the potential problems associated with
geothermal energy, and the insufficient and biased reporting of geothermal energy by the Korean
media, contributed greatly to this social hypocognition. In addition, this study illustrates that chronic
journalistic malpractices in Korean science journalism, including ‘He said/She said journalism’, ‘science
journalism lacking professionalism’, and ‘partisan reporting practices’, are also prevalent in geothermal
energy reports. By analyzing media discourse as well as journalistic practices on reporting geothermal
power, this research ultimately argues that there was neither ‘science’ nor ‘journalism’ in Korean
science journalism.
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Figure 1. The number of geothermal energy reports per month since the earthquake in Pohang
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Figure 2. The number of geothermal energy reports by political orientation of media (by period)
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Table 4 The Percentage of Articles Related to Geothermal Energy by Major Media Frames
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Table 6. An Analysis of Science-Technology Frame Before and After the Pohang Earthquake
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Table 7. An Analysis of Politics Frame Before and After the Pohang Earthquake
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Table 8 An Analysis of Environment Frame Before and After the Pohang Earthquake
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