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It is a widespread myth that panic occurs in mass
emergencies. Members of the public do not panic in
emergencies of the type considered in this hearing; that is,
emergencies that involve community or neighborhood. However,
it is true that most people believe that panic occurs in all
sorts of emergency. This myth is perpetuated by, for
example, Hollywood movies that have "panic" in their scripts.
Hollywood and most people, however, are simply wrong. Panic
in mass emergencies is a characteristic of science fiction
and not scientific fact.

Those scholars who were pioneers in the research of



emergencies and disasters began their work expecting to
discover public panic; they were surprised at not finding
panic in the disasters which they investigated. These
researchers, for example, include Robert Kutak, "The
Sociology of Crisis; Lewisville Flood of 1937," Social Forces
17: 66-72, 1938; Enrico Quarantelli, "The Nature and

Conditions of Panic", American Journal of Sociology 60: 26~

27, 1954; Charles Fritz and El1i Marks, "The NORC Studies of
Human Behavior and Disaster," Journal of Social Issues X(3):
26-41, 1954; William Form and Sigmund Nosow, Community in
Disaster. New York: Harper, 1958 and Samuel Prince, who in
1920 completed his doctoral dissertation, "Catastrophe and
Social Change, Based Upon a Sociological Study of the Halifax
Disaster", at Columbia University on a human-made disaster.
Subsequent investigations of more contemporary
emergencies and disasters have provided additional evidence
on panic. Enrico Quarantelli has performed an elaborate
analysis of panic. His now classic work on the topic was

published as "The Nature and Conditions of Panic", American

Journal of Sociology 60: 267-275, 1954 and "The Behavior of

Panic Participants" Sociology and Human Research 41: 187-194,
1957. 1In 1964 he wrote a chapter titled "The Behavior of

Panic Participants," pages 69-81 in D. P. Schultz (Ed.),
Panic Behavior, New York: Random House, in which he offers
several conclusions about panic. The panic participant: (1)

"acts in a nonsocial manner in his flight behavior" (page
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would be leaving an open geographic area (rather than, for
example a closed building) and their escape would not be
blocked. The protypical case in which the determinants
(sufficient but not necessary) of panic occur is, for
example, a major fire in a crowded theater or nightclub.
These conditions do not prevail as potential characteristics
in a vehicle evacuation. As a widely-cited study of
evacuation prepared by Joseph Hans and Thomas Sells for the
Environmental Protection Agency summed it up (see Joseph Hans
and Thomas Sells. 1974. Evacuation Risk an Evaluation
Washington, D.C.: Environmental Protection Agency, pages 43,
45, and 54): (1) many studies in the United States and in
other countries of public reaction in emergencies have
essentially dispelled the myth of panic, (2) the idea that
people panic in emergencies and disasters is widespread;
however, it is not borne out in reality; and (3) neither
panic nor hysteria has been observed during evacuations.

An additional point about panic is worth making. Even
people who over-perceive the risk or hazard present in an
emergency, and who evacuate unnecessarily as a result, act in
quite controlled and adaptive ways that are rationally
consistent with their situational perceptions of risk. The
notion that overreaction is not panic, hysteria, or aberrant
behavior is bcrne out by studies of how people respond in
actual emergencies. For example, Dennis Mileti, Donald

Hartsough and Patti Madson wrote a report entitled The Three



Mile Island Incident; A Study of Behavioral Indicators of

Huma., Stress in 1982. 1In this work they examined the
frequency of automobile accident rates before, during, and
after the Three Mile Island accident. They concluded that
there was not evidence to suggest that accidents increased
during the evacuation despite the fact automobile travel in
the area was likely up because of evacuation. 1f the 141,500
"overres onders" at TMI were panic-stricken, hysterical or
the like, surely traffic accidents during evacuation would
have shown some decisive increase. 1In fact, the rate of
traffic accidents were for all practical purposes the same as
if no emergency were occurring. Additionally, the research
of Drs. Johnson and Zeigler on evacuation of The Three Mile
Island Accident concludes that the evacuation was
characterized by a calm and orderly movement of people rathe:

than hysterical flight.
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