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How does the average Belgian view nuclear technology?

Barometer assesses knowledge 
and risk perception

Irrespective of the choices made in the future, ques-

tions about nuclear safety, radiation protection and 

waste management will always be of topical interest. 

SCK•CEN has consciously opted for social research on 

risk perception, sustainable development, and com-

munication. SCK•CEN founded the Barometer in 2002 

in order to keep both feet firmly planted in society: a 

regular, large-scale survey amongst the Belgian popu-

lation on radiation and nuclear technology. The find-

ings of the third edition were published in 2010.  

Do people feel sufficiently protected against the risks of radioactive 

radiation? To what extent are they interested in nuclear science? 

And is there a difference in the attitudes of younger and older peo-

ple about nuclear power? There are important questions to which 

a clear answer is relevant, in order to better inform and involve 

people in the future, and to understand how people perceive the 

risks of nuclear technology.

General and specific

The Barometer is regularly purchased by more than 1000 adult Bel-

gians whose gender, location, age, degree of urbanisation and pro-

fession are representative of the entire Belgian population. In order 

to discover long-term trends, each edition of the Barometer asks 

a number of general questions. For example: what is the attitude 

towards nuclear energy? In addition, each issue of the Barometer 

focuses on a specific topic. 

The first SCK•CEN Barometer in 2002 was about participation and 

involvement of interest groups. In order to make comparisons pos-

sible, the general section of this survey elaborated on the risk per-

ception survey of the French IRSN (Institut de Radioprotection et 

de Sûreté Nucléaire), which has annually conducted a similar study 

since 1989. A second and third survey followed in 2006 and 2009. 

In 2006, the survey concerned the possible consequences of a ra-

diological contamination of the food chain. The most recent survey, 

in 2009, probed the communication needs and expectations in case 

of nuclear emergencies. 

 

Active information

The results of the third Barometer were published in 2010. Gener-

ally speaking, people today are less concerned about the potential 

risks of radioactive radiation or a nuclear accident than previously. 

They are also more aware of the presence of natural radiation from 

radon in homes. However, there is still insufficient knowledge 

concerning nuclear technology and about the key players in the 

nuclear world. The Barometer also provided remarkable conclu-

sions about communication. The average Belgian’s view is that, in 

particular, there must be clearer communication concerning waste 

management and the safe operation of plants. And further, that 

the competent authorities must more actively inform the popula-

tion during a nuclear incident, as in Fleurus in 2008.

Social research

The research methodology of the Barometer has been further re-

fined over the years. Where in the beginning it relied mainly on 

the existing French questionnaire, SCK•CEN’s own contribution is 

now much greater, and the statistical analyses are also more thor-

ough. Scientists at SCK•CEN also use Barometer results to refine 

the methods of other types of social research. The respondents 

find the survey remarkably user-friendly: since 2006, all the infor-

mation was collected via the CAPI method (Computer-Assisted Per-

sonal Interviewing), where participants are personally interviewed 

at home and the data are immediately entered into the computer.
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“Through the Barometer, SCK•CEN regu-
larly assesses the knowledge and risk per-
ception of nuclear technology amongst 
the Belgian population. This is important 
in order to better inform and involve peo-
ple in our activities in the future, and to 
know what nuclear technology achieves 
in society. Nuclear research is therefore 
not just a ‘hard’ positive science.”  

Catrinel Turcanu
Tanja Perko

The SCK•CEN programme PISA (Programme of Integration of So-

cial Aspects into Nuclear Research) has been in operation since 

1998. The programme studies the social, political and ethical 

implications of nuclear research and the impact of nuclear sci-

ence on society. SCK•CEN uses the impetus provided by PISA to 

encourage critical reflection on nuclear technology within its 

own organisation. The safety culture has therefore developed 

further as an important topic within the organisation.

In 2010, PISA was integrated into the Nuclear Science & Tech-

nology Studies unit. This unit operates within SCK•CEN on the 

social pillar of nuclear research, using qualitative and quantita-

tive studies such as public opinion surveys and multi-criteria 

analysis.

   More than 1000 adult Belgians representative of the entire Belgian population, regularly obtain the Barometer.

Social research at SCK•CEN


