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Do Disaster Warnings Cause Mass Panic?
——A Sociological Study of Four Cases

TONG Xiaoxi ZHAN Yang

Abstract Disaster warnings, a necessary part of disaster preparedness, also have the potentials of causing mass panic. In
fact, with the development and spread of the technology of mobile wireless internet, the triggering of waves of agitated opin-
ions and even mass panic by government disaster warnings and other risk communication has become a real social problem,
and an important research question. In contrast, in international disaster research, mass panic has been dismissed as a
“panic myth” , despite the fact that “panic” has been a staple word in disaster reporting. This study focuses on four cases
of mass behaviors upon disaster warning, namely, missile false alert in Hawaii, earthquake false alert in Japan, glacier lake
outburst flooding scare in Nepal, and waves of discrimination in the US during Ebola outbreak in West Africa. It is found

¢

that panic was not as rare as the “panic myth” argument would have it, but nonetheless not as prevalent as media’s use of
“panic” as a description of all emergency situations. It is concluded that “panic” needs to be defined more clearly, in or-
der to facilitate more productive research in the Chinese context.

Keywords Disaster warnings; Mass panic; Disaster research



