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Deciding to Evacuate 
A Tale of Two Cities

arlier this month the school 

districts in Los Angeles and New 

York received similar warnings of 

an impending terrorist attack on their 

schools. The City of New York 

dismissed the threat as not credible 

and opened schools as usual. The 

Superintendent of Schools for Los 

Angeles took the threat seriously and 

opted to close the schools for the day. 

Nothing happened and the LA 

Superintendent is being criticized for 

over-reacting to the threat. 

However, we should not be so quick 

to judge. The decision to close or 

evacuate a facility is not an easy one 

and we should be conscious of the 

many obstacles to making such a 

decision. 

The Decision Making Trap 
The first problem we encounter in 

considering an evacuation is the 

psychological barriers to action 

inherent in any crisis.  In their classic 

book, Decision Making: A 

Psychological Analysis of Conflict, 

Choice, and Commitment, researchers 

Irving Janis and Leon Mann note that 

when faced with a crisis our default 

mode is to do nothing unless we 

perceive that the risk of doing nothing 

exceeds the risk from doing 

something. Couple this with our 

tendency to normalize warning signs, 

that is, we see what we expect to see, 

and the tendency is to avoid making 

the decision to evacuate as long as 

possible. This is reinforced by our 

experience that most of the threats we 

receive are hoaxes intended to disrupt 

our business rather than real threats.  

Real attacks are rare and generally 

come without warning. 

Institutional Barriers 
Besides our psychological tendency to 

do nothing in response to crisis, there 

are institutional barriers to evacuation. 

While these barriers might seem 

unimportant when weighed against a 

possible loss of life, they are very real 

and could have a tremendous impact 

on the organization facing the crisis. 

1. Financial costs. Evacuation carries a 

price tag. In the case of the LA 

School District that cost was about 

$4 million in forfeited Federal 

funds. Add to this the lost 

productivity among the parents 

who had to stay home with their 

children and the resultant impact 

on business and government 

services and you can see why there 

would be pushback on the decision 

to close schools. 

2. Safety implications. Evacuating a 

facility can expose the people being 

evacuated to the risk of injury. 
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While people generally do not tend to 

panic, trips and falls are not unusual during 

evacuation. There is also the slight 

possibility that the warning prompting the 

evacuation could be a ruse to lure people to 

a more vulnerable assembly area where a 

primary or secondary device has been 

planted. In 1983 and 1993, IRA 

sympathizers planted bombs both inside 

and outside Harrod’s department store. 

3. Reputational risk. One of the principal 

criticisms against the LA school district is 

that by closing the schools, the district 

handed the terrorist a propaganda victory 

and increased the probability of similar 

false alarms being used to disrupt 

government operations in the future. The 

risk of being seen to be over-reacting is a 

major barrier to making the decision to 

evacuate, particularly as most threats turn 

out to be hoaxes. 

Making the Call 
In opposition to these institutional and 

psychological barriers is the risk of substantial 

loss of life and significant property damage. It 

begs the question, “Can we afford to overlook 

the possibility that the threat is real?” Had an 

attack occurred in New York, the authorities 

there would now be facing even worse criticism 

than the authorities in Los Angeles for failing to 

act on the prior warning of the attack. 

To evacuate every time we receive warning of a 

potential attack would, of course, create a 

situation where any one could shut down any 

private or government agency with a phone 

call, fax, or email. The result would be chaos. 

The solution lies in determining the credibility 

of the warning and then acting on that 

determination. This is the reason we train 

telephone receptionists to get as much detail as 

possible about a person making a threat. We 

need as much data as possible to determine if 

the threat is real or a hoax. 

In a recent interview, my colleague Johnathan 

Tal of TalGlobal, a recognized expert on 

terrorism, pointed out that determining the 

credibility of a threat is not something done in a 

vacuum. You need multi-disciplinary approach 

that brings in as many experts as possible. 

So Who Was Right? 
The crisis in Los Angeles and New York were 

both sparked by similar emails threating large 

scale attacks on schools with bombs and 

firearms. In both cases, the police and FBI were 

alerted and assisted in the decision making. The 

decision to close the Los Angeles school appears 

to have been made unilaterally by the 

Superintendent; we do not know whether or 

not this was at the recommendation of the 

police department.  

One interesting note is that the New York police 

department apparently learned of the threat to 

Los Angeles and this seems to have influenced 

their decision to treat the threat as a hoax. The 

unlikelihood of the same terrorist being on both 

coasts at the same time and launching similar 

large scale attacks, along with internal 

inconsistences in the email, led to the decision 

to keep schools open. Los Angeles did not learn 

of the threat to New York schools until after the 

decision to close schools had been made. 

So who was right? Without knowing the 

wording of the emails or the recommendations 

made to the LA Superintendent of Schools, it’s 

presumptuous to judge. Each city assessed the 

threat’s credibility and reacted as they thought 

best. It’s what you would expect them to do.

 


