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Objectives 

¤  Define “panic” and identify its prevalence and causes 

¤  Identify common human behaviors in emergencies and 
disasters using the 3 D model 

¤  Describe ways to incorporate research on human 
responses to emergencies and disasters into emergency 
planning 
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Goal – Prevent others from 
flunking the survival test 



Preventing Serious Injuries & Fatalities 
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There are no natural disasters 

¤  Events may have natural causes (e.g. earthquakes), but 
the effects are almost entirely man-made 

¤  We know where the disasters are going to occur, just not 
when 
¤  Earthquakes in California 

¤  Hurricanes in the Gulf Coast 

¤  The difference between those who live and those who 
die is based on human choices 
¤  Often the results are predictable if you know the variables 
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Bottom Line 
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If we want to save human lives, we 
have to account for human behavior 
in disasters and emergencies 



Panic 
What is it, how common is it, and how do we prevent it? 
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Panic – What is it? 

¤  The definition of panic depends… 
¤  Sometimes refers to generalized state of fear 

¤  Sometimes refers to hysterical, irrational, anti-social behavior 

¤  Almost always defined in retrospect 
¤  “There was mass panic” 
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Panic at the beach 
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What’s the harm? 

¤  If we believe that panic is 
a occurrence how does 
that affect our emergency 
and disaster planning? 
¤  People are a hazard to be 

overcome 
¤  Withholding information 

that may lead to panic is 
a must 

¤  We must rely on experts 
(typically public 
responders) to restore 
order when civilization is 
crumbling 
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So, is that what happens? 

¤  Case Study – Beverly Hills 
Supper Club 
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“MANY TRAPPED 
IN PANIC” 



What really happened though? 

¤  Subsequent studies by the NFPA and others found almost 
no evidence of panic in the disaster 

¤  Instead 
¤  Employees attempted to extinguisher the fire, despite a lack 

of training 

¤  Staff members returned to their posts/tables to assist in the 
evacuation 

¤  Most deaths occurred in the Cabaret Room, where a 
comedian continued his act despite the building being on 
fire 
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Additional examples 

¤  On 9/11  
¤  70% of survivors spoke with someone before trying to 

evacuate 

¤  On average it took 6 minutes for a survivor to finally 
evacuate 

¤  Orson Welles’ War of the Worlds broadcast 
¤  85% of listeners knew it was a radio broadcast, not a real 

invasion 

¤  No real evidence suggests widespread panic 
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Consider this quote 
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“Absolute, unrestrained panic was rampant in 
the building during the first hour to hour and a 
half of the incident. The building had so many 
access points that it was very difficult to keep 
anyone from entering.” 

  -Fire Department Official, following the  
  Oklahoma City Bombing (emphasis added) 



Does panic exist at all? 

¤ Researchers suggest that panic may be 
induced in specific environmental situations 
¤  Perception of immediate great threat  

¤  Belief that you may be trapped 

¤  A feeling of helplessness 
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Another case study – A history lesson 

The Titanic 

¤  Sank on April 14, 1912 
(struck an iceberg) 

¤  1,501 were killed 

¤  Sank in 2 hours and 40 
minutes 

The Lusitania 

¤  Sank on May 7, 1915 
(attacked by U-boat) 

¤  1,313 were killed 

¤  Sank in 18 minutes 
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Looking closer 

Titanic 

¤  Women were more than 
three times more likely to 
survive than men 

¤  1st class passengers were 
50% more likely to survive 
than other passengers 

Lusitania 

¤  Passengers between the 
ages of 16-50 were most 
likely to survive 

¤  No other criteria was 
significantly predictive of 
survival 
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Interpretation 

¤  The significant difference 
between the two events 
was the time 

¤  With less time to evacuate 
in the Lusitania there was 
more opportunity for panic 
to take over 
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Why? 
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A couple more notes about panic 

¤  It is based on the individual’s perception 
¤  e.g., even people in wide open spaces can feel trapped 

¤  Panic is typically an individual phenomena that can 
spread to groups, but not necessarily 
¤  Individual factors play a role in making one more or less 

susceptible to panic (more on that later) 

¤  Sometimes though individual behavior creates hazards for 
the rest of the group  
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Individual results may vary 

¤  “Resilient” individuals tend to do better in emergencies 
and disasters 
¤  A belief they can influence life events 

¤  A tendency to find meaningful purposes in life’s turmoil 

¤  A conviction that they can learn from both positive and 
negative experiences 
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Why do we believe in panic? 

¤  Again, it’s perception 

¤  Over time, panic has become our default descriptor 

¤  Three aspects specifically are involved in the proliferation 
of the panic myth 
¤  Expectation – Confirmation Bias 

¤  Availability – The Availability Heuristic 

¤  Attribution – The Fundamental Attribution Error 
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Conclusions on Panic 

¤  Panic (the irrational, anti-social type) is very rare in 
disasters and emergencies 

¤  Panic does exist in those situations where the individual 
perceives 
¤  A significant threat 

¤  The potential for being trapped 

¤  A sense of helplessness 

¤  Our default explanation is panic, so we are more likely to 
see it even when it isn’t there 
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Common Disaster Behaviors 
If they don’t panic…what do they do? 
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We die as we lived – together 

¤  Humans are social 
¤  We live together and we die together 

¤  One of our first instincts is to be with and help others 

¤  Often the first responders are the walking wounded 
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Some examples 

¤  Following a tornado in 
Wichita, Texas in 1979 
¤  Of more than 5,000 victims 

needing help… 
¤  Only 13% indicated that 

they were rescued by 
recognized members of an 
emergency organization 

¤  59% of all uninjured victims 
rendered aid to someone 
else within minutes after the 
tornado 
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More 

¤  Following 1989 Earthquake in 
San Francisco Bay Area 
¤  More than 31,000 residents 

became involved in search-
and-rescue activities in the 
immediate aftermath 

¤  “The success of the Cypress 
[Expressway] rescue 
operation was due, in large 
measure, to the efforts of 
hundreds of citizen 
volunteers.” – Oakland Fire 
Department report 
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Still more… 

¤  Following an earthquake in 1971 
¤  Some of the more psychotic patients of a collapsed Mental 

Health Building became more rational and assisted in the 
rescue before relapsing 

¤  On 9/11 
¤  “We were the first responders” – A WTC survivor 

28 

Remember the quote from the Oklahoma 
City Bombing Fire Official? 



Even from recent events 
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We degrade to our animal instincts 
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The other side of the coin 

¤  Pro-social behavior, the norm in emergencies and 
disasters, is not without its share of problems 

¤  “Groupthink” tends to rule the day 

¤  One study of mining disasters found that individuals tend 
to follow the group, even when they disagree 
¤  “Grown men trapped underground would rather make a 

potentially fatal decision than be left alone” 

¤  This can lead to confusion and inefficiency in response 
efforts 
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Consider this quote – Following a 
Tornado 
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“We had our own [rescue] group. And we would be 
working our way down this block from one house to the 
next. But there was some other gang ahead of us and 
another following right behind, maybe thirty feet away, 
looking through the place that we just finished. We would 
shove around a pile of timbers and junk to search through 
underneath, and when we’d finish, the team coming 
afterwards would push it pack to check underneath where 
we had dumped it.” 



Conclusions on Common Group 
Behaviors 

¤  Humans are social creatures, both during normal and 
emergency times 

¤  Often the first responders are the untrained lay rescuers 
that begin rescue efforts long before professional 
rescuers 

¤  However, this behavior is not without its challenges 
¤  Groupthink 

¤  Confused response efforts 
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The Survival Arc 

How humans deal with disaster and emergency risks 
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The Survival Arc 
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Denial 

Risk 
Identification 

Deliberation 

Risk Assessment 
Decision 

Risk Reduction 



Risk Identification  

¤  No identification of risk 
means no response 

¤  The key is to identify the risk 
while mitigating action is 
still possible 
¤  e.g., Hurricane Katrina 
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An Alarm Sounds – What do we do? 
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Its about Denial 

¤  We look for confirmation 
¤  In the environment (e.g., smoke, clouds in the sky, 

explosions) 

¤  The behavior of others 

¤  The media 

¤  Officials 

¤  One study suggests a need for four pieces of 
confirmation before evacuating prior to a hurricane 
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Another quote from a 9/11 Survivor 
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“The building started to sway and everything started 
shaking. I knew there was something wrong. I ran to 
my desk and made a couple of phone calls. I dialed 
about five times trying to reach my [spouse]. I also 
called my sisters to find out more 
information.” (emphasis added) 



Why? 

¤  Normalcy bias 
¤  Your brain uses past information to interpret the present 
¤  Everything is ok because it has always been ok so far 

¤  Reinforcement schedules 
¤  When an alarm goes off (drill, false alarm, real emergency) 

what behavior is rewarded? 
¤  What behavior is punished? 

¤  The illusion of transparency 
¤  I’m scared out of my mind, but everyone around me looks 

calm, so it must be ok 
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Bottom Line 

¤  People do not respond to warnings/alarms the way we’d 
like them to 

¤  They need more information 

¤  Therefore – any system with only one way of confirming a 
threat exists will extend the risk identification/denial 
phase 
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Risk Assessment - Deliberation 
How risk managers 
calculate risk 

 

Risk = Consequence x 
Probability 

How the public 
calculates risk 

 

Risk = Consequence x 
Probability x Dread 
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What makes “Dread” 

¤  Examples 
¤  Driving vs. Flying (the second 9/11) 

¤  The “Fukushima Disaster” 

¤  Homicide vs. Suicide 

¤  Nature abhors a vacuum 
¤  Without outside information people will respond with what 

they know – right, wrong, or indifferent 
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Dread = Uncontrollability + Unfamiliarity + Availability 
 + Suffering + Scale of Destruction + Unfairness 



Our body responds… 

¤  Once a threat is identified the autonomic nervous system 
takes over 
¤  Blood pressure and heart rate increase 

¤  Blood vessels constrict 

¤  Adrenaline and cortisol are released throughout the body 

¤  Senses are dramatically affected (e.g. Tunnel Vision) 

¤  The emphasis is on fight or flight, not problem solving 
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The key to dealing with fear 

Confidence/
Control 

Fear 
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Increasing Perceived Control 

¤  Training 
¤  “Train as you fight” 

¤  Train as you are (e.g. startle response) 

¤  Planning 
¤  Even a mental plan can be good enough 

¤  “Tactical Breathing” 
¤  Where the voluntary and involuntary nervous systems meet 

¤  Laughter 
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Bottom Line 

¤  To facilitate efficient risk assessment/deliberation, provide 
timely, credible, specific information on risk (more on that 
later) 

¤  Training and planning should focus on building self-
confidence and perceived levels of control  

¤  Do that and then train them some more 
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Risk Reduction – The Decisive 
Moment 

¤  A range of responses are available to people in 
emergencies or disasters 
¤  Panic 

¤  Freeze 

¤  Act 

¤  Some combination of the above 
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Action 

¤  The actions people take 
have a lot to do with 
availability 

¤  Physical availability 
¤  Do we have the resources 

we need? 

¤  Cognitive availability 
¤  What’s the first place I 

think of when I think “fire 
extinguisher”? 
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What’s familiar is what is available 

¤  People often bypass exits to leave through the door they 
entered 

¤  A worker with acid on him runs past several safety 
showers to get to the one in front of the control room 

¤  Employees call a supervisor after another employee is 
electrocuted, instead of calling 911 

50 



A Bit of Paradigm Shift 

¤  Humans, when given the right information, a well 
thought out emergency plan, and realistic training 
can be trusted to do the right thing in emergencies 
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A note about economics 

¤  For disasters in developing countries, psychology should 
not be the focus in choosing risk reduction measures 

¤  Consider two case studies 
¤  Northridge earthquake in 1995 and Pakistan 2005 

earthquake 

¤  Equal magnitude and depth 

¤  Northridge quake was responsible for 63 deaths 

¤  Pakistan quake was responsible for about 100,000 deaths 
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Behavior Based Emergency Planning 

Incorporating humans into our planning, instead of humans having to 
incorporate into our plans 



Emergency Planning 

¤  Plan to accommodate 
human behavior 

¤  Key Concepts – Allow for 
¤  Rapid risk identification 

¤  Accurate risk assessment 

¤  Efficient risk reduction 
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Emergency Systems 

¤  Build recognition of alarm systems 
¤  Ensure people know what alarms sound like and what they 

mean 

¤  Ensure alarm credibility 
¤  Do not reward bad behaviors!  

¤  Schedule alarm tests during off hours or during drills 

¤  Provide confirmatory information 
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Help Them Make Better Decisions 

¤  Put emergency equipment 
in areas where you want 
people to go and make it 
extremely obvious 
¤  Fire extinguishers near exits 

¤  Exits thoroughly lighted 

¤  Avoid confusing or 
ambiguous signs 
¤  Remember, sensory 

information may be limited 
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Training 

¤  Building confidence is the 
key! 

¤  Training  
¤  Breaks the legs of panic 

¤  Builds availability of good 
behaviors 
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Building the curriculum 

¤  Focus on each phase of the survival arc 
¤  Denial (Risk Identification) 
¤  Deliberation (Risk Assessment) 
¤  Decision (Risk Reduction) 

¤  Make training as realistic as possible 
¤  Appeal to emotion as well as logic 
¤  Consider role switching to build competencies 

¤  Focus on what they should do, not what they shouldn’t do 

¤  Repetition is often necessary 
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Consider involving others 

¤  Businesses and public 
response agencies should 
communicate and 
coordinate 

¤  Businesses should 
coordinate with nearby 
businesses 

¤  Neighbors should 
coordinate with neighbors 
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Run. Hide. Fight 
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Leadership 

¤  Leadership is crucial 

¤  Leaders in normal 
situations may not be 
leaders in disasters 

¤  Disaster leaders 
¤  Credibility 

¤  Communication 

¤  Problem solving 
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Leaders must look the part 

¤  The brain is always looking 
for shortcuts 
¤  We don’t have time for a 

job interview during a 
disaster! 

¤  We tend to listen to 
people who look like we 
should listen to them 

¤  Consider uniforms or vests 
for key personnel 
¤  Even non-emergency 

related uniforms may work 
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Get the Message to the People! 

¤  Research shows that people can do the right thing if 
given the right information 

¤  The best warnings are like the best ads 
¤  Consistent 
¤  Easily understood 
¤  Specific 
¤  Frequently repeated 
¤  Personal 
¤  Accurate 
¤  Targeted 
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Consider the flight attendant 
approach 
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Leaders are the problem solvers 

¤  They provide innovative solutions to problems 
¤  Sometimes very simple actions are “innovative” 

¤  People are often very compliant towards perceived leaders 
in emergencies  

¤  All leaders should be thoroughly trained 
¤  Training should be realistic 

¤  Scenario-based training is often best 
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A Hero – Rick Rescorla 
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Conclusion 

¤  Disasters aren’t natural 
¤  (Lack of) preparation makes all the difference 

¤  Our planning must account for humanity 
¤  Incorporate the survival arc (denial, deliberation, decision) 

¤  Build confidence! 

¤  Provide more (realistic) training 

¤  Provide accurate, positive, realistic communication 
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Pass the survival test! 
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Questions? 
http://www.scm-safety.com 
800.974.1419 
info@scm-safety.com 
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