
 

Research finds Americans supportive but
misinformed about fusion energy's promise
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The most frequent images that respondents provided when asked to think about
“Fusion Energy,” “Nuclear Fusion,” or “Nuclear Energy. Credit: Fusion Science
and Technology (2024). DOI: 10.1080/15361055.2024.2328457

Research led by Hank Jenkins-Smith, Ph.D., director of the Institute for
Public Policy Research and Analysis at the University of Oklahoma,
explores American adults' perceptions of fusion energy. This first-of-its-
kind study reveals broad public support from respondents, but their
limited knowledge of the technology and frequent misconceptions could
pose a challenge to those seeking to develop fusion energy in the U.S.
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The paper is published in the journal Fusion Science and Technology.

"Our research questions public perceptions of nuclear fission and
whether these opinions could affect the potential for fusion energy to
become a major power source for the U.S. electrical grid," he said. "It
turns out that these social perspectives are significant and must be
addressed by engineers, physicists, and regulatory specialists for this
technology to be widely adopted."

Fission energy, or the splitting of atoms, differs from fusion energy,
which combines two atoms under extreme heat and pressure. According
to the International Atomic Energy Agency, the fusion process is
intrinsically safe. It offers an abundant source of energy with very little
greenhouse gas emissions or long-living radioactive waste. The same
cannot be said for fission energy.

"We discovered that less than half of all respondents had heard of fusion
energy, and many confused fission and fusion," he said. "This confusion,
along with pop cultural references of Godzilla or Homer Simpson and
memories of spectacular accidents, like those at Three Mile Island,
Chernobyl or Fukushima, cause them to believe that fusion technology is
extraordinarily risky."

Based on their research findings, Jenkins-Smith's team determined that
the public wants decision-makers to think carefully about the safety
constraints and future incentives for fusion energy in America.

"The fusion industry should look at how the fission industry has
developed an amazing safety culture. They've built in many layers and
processes to reduce the possibility of accidents," he said. "These are
things that fusion regulators must develop ahead of time rather than
waiting for a disaster to strike and fixing the problem later."
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According to Jenkins-Smith, messaging is an important takeaway from
this research. He believes there are potential opportunities for
misleading statements, leveraged by fusion opponents, to confuse and
scare Americans and to undermine public trust for information from
technology supporters.

"Because the public is not well-informed, opponents could fairly easily
generate false narratives linking fission to fusion and thereby poisoning
public acceptance of fusion moving forward," he said.

"To combat this, developers, regulators, and advocacy groups must be
aware of and careful about what they say about fusion energy. They must
have humility and avoid making overly optimistic claims that will be
difficult or impossible to achieve. Doing so will go a long way in
retaining societal acceptance of this technology."

Study respondents currently express high trust for regulators and
operators of prospective fusion energy facilities. These positive views of
fusion are based, in part, on technological optimism.

"Americans have a propensity to believe that new technologies can help
improve their lives. We're technological optimists," he said. "The more
technologically optimistic someone is, the more likely they are to
support fusion energy. Harnessing this optimism could help grow our
economy, tackle climate change, and address international security and
energy concerns."

  More information: Kuhika Gupta et al, Americans' Views of Fusion
Energy: Implications for Sustainable Public Support, Fusion Science and
Technology (2024). DOI: 10.1080/15361055.2024.2328457
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https://techxplore.com/tags/technology/
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