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A common theme in the literature on evacuation compliance is the
result of largely social psychological perceptions of risk formed prior to
taking the protective action. From this perspective, evacuation is a
function of warning recipients coming to define themselves as in danger
and believing that fleeing the immediate environment will reduce that
danger. This paper explores the social psychological and social struc-
tural processes that result in such perceptions. In particular, attention is
given to identifying perceptions that motivate evacuation, factors that
direct perceptual outcomes and the ways in which motivation and per-
ception are translated into action.

Public evacuation has been well researched from a variety of practical
and theoretical perspectives. A frequent theme found in the conclusions of
work on this topic is that evacuation behavior is a consequence of the
perceptions which people form about risk prior to taking protective action
(cf. Drabek 1969; Mileti and Beck 1975; Perry 1979; Sorensen 1985; and
others). Evacuation is largely a function of people coming to define them-
selves as being in danger and perceiving that leaving their immediate
environment is an appropriate action.

The process of forming perceptions in any social circumstance is an
ongoing activity. New stimuli or motivations are continuously introduced
into perceptual fields and are processed and reprocessed to fit into a context
of reality. The result is consummation or decision making which produces
what Mead (1938) termed the “Act.” Mediating this process—motivation
to decision making to the act—are the elements of perception and manipu-
lation. The ultimate conclusion of the process is actions aimed at resolving
the problems perceived as needing immediate attention. For analytic pur-
poses, the things people do during the perception formation process can be
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