What Were They Thinking?: The Psychology of Riding Out the Storm 
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Last night we put the call out for readers’ nagging hurricane questions. @BrothaDom and @michellesipics both asked for a peek into the minds of people who defy evacuation orders “in the face of everything that is sane.”
Just hours before Hurricane Sandy made landfall in New Jersey last night, Governor Chris Christie chastised residents who stayed behind on the barrier islands running along the state’s shores—despite warnings from state officials and a mandatory evacuation order—and the local officials who encouraged them to do so. He then made it clear that he would not risk the lives of first responders in rescue attempts until conditions improved in the morning. “For those elected officials who decided to ignore my admonition,” he said, "this is now your responsibility.”
Why do some people insist on staying in the path of the storm long after others have been evacuated, the roads have closed or flooded and rescue is difficult or impossible? Why would they put their own lives and the lives of their rescuers at risk?
To answer that question, psychologists turned to the experts on the subject: the New Orleans residents who stayed behind and bore Hurricane Katrina’s wrath.
LEAVERS VS. STAYERS
The researchers, from Stanford University and Princeton University, interviewed people from four groups: New Orleans residents who rode the storm out; residents who left; rescue workers from outside the city who provided assistance during the storm; and people from elsewhere in the country who observed the situation through the media.
They found two important things. The first is that, among the survivors they spoke to, there were a variety of factors that played into the decision to leave or not. One major factor was finances and resources. “Leavers” usually had the money and transportation options to leave the city, and friends or relatives outside the storm’s path that they could stay with. “Stayers” usually had less income, fewer or no transportation options to get out of the city, and little to no social network outside of it. Many of those who stayed simply didn’t have the resources to do otherwise and had no choice but to ride things out.
But money and places to stay weren’t the only things decisions were based on. The researchers also found that there were psychological and psycho-social factors—like a mistrust of outsiders (in the form of people from outside the city making the decision that residents shouldn’t stay); a desire to stay close to neighbors, friends and others from one’s community for support; and a perceived obligation to, in turn, support and assist others from the community—that influenced the decision to not leave.
The other important finding was the way the groups in the study viewed those who evacuated and those who didn’t, and how they viewed themselves. Like Christie last night, federal and state officials and pundits criticized Katrina survivors for their choice to stay behind at the time. Likewise, when asked to describe the survivors who stayed, the other three groups used words like “lazy,” “stubborn,” and “negligent.” To describe the leavers, they used “hardworking,” “self-reliant,” and “responsible.”
CONJOINT VS. DISJOINT MODEL CITIZENS
These groups, the researchers say, viewed the stayers with certain assumptions about the way people act and make choices: that people are independent, that they make choices to influence their environment, and that those choices reflect their goals. This is called the disjoint model of human agency, a framework of action that dominates mainstream American culture and discourse among the middle-class.
The interviews with the people that stayed, though, revealed that they were playing by a different set of rules. The researchers found that their motivations and actions were more in line with the conjoint model of human agency, built around interdependence between individuals and the idea that people make choices to adapt themselves to their environment. It’s a model that psychologists have found at play often among working-class Americans.
Despite what outsiders and talking heads have had to say about those who choose to stay behind in a disaster, this research suggests that they often don’t have much choice in the matter. When they do, they aren’t choosing not to act, but are acting—despite constraints—in a way that fits their environment and worldview, and is sometimes just hard for others to recognize.
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"Fight or Flight:" On Enforcing Mandatory Evacuations
By David Bohannon

When a disaster strikes, sometimes the best response is to get away. This fact is clear to emergency management professionals who while planning for and advising impacted communities to evacuate also have to plan for how to maintain adequate staffing when self-interest may prompt them or their colleagues to flee. Nonetheless, many private individuals when advised to evacuate, and told doing so is voluntary, refuse to do so. At what point do the obligations of government officials to preserve life and public safety outweigh an individual's liberty to stay? And how far can, or should, officials go in compelling evacuation?
Legal Authority for Mandatory Evacuation 
The authority to effect a mandatory evacuation has its roots in sovereign authority and the police power. Long before evacuating in face of a natural disaster was a concern, people were evacuating in the face of war or attack. The last time a US court had to address a mandatory evacuation during a time of war was in the aftermath of World War II1. But even this "war power" is rooted in the obligation of the sovereign to "protect the people2."
Similarly, the police power has long been recognized as rooted in the obligation to secure the public welfare. This obligation is expanded during an emergency, and accordingly, so are the powers—including suspending certain fundamental rights so as to allow actions like enforcing a mandatory evacuation3. Even without specific statutory authorization, some states, like Ohio, have found that to "preserve the public peace" a sheriff "may order the evacuation of persons…" and "may, in a reasonable manner, remove to a safe area any persons who refuse to evacuate voluntarily4."
Every state provides specific statutory authority to its Governor to take emergency actions during an attack or disaster5. Additionally, most states have adopted statutes specifically authorizing the use of police powers like evacuation during an emergency or disaster6. For example, the authority of a fire chief to order the evacuation of a building on fire, or in reasonable proximity to one on fire, is practically universal7. The statutes giving emergency powers to the Governors of the various states either specifically mention the authority to evacuate, or else use the language of "such powers/actions as necessary" to preserve public safety and welfare; and if a fireman can order an evacuation to preserve public safety and welfare, so can a Governor8.
Enforcing a Mandatory Evacuation
At common law, the normal penalties and consequences of disobeying a lawful order come into play for disobeying an evacuation order. In states like Maryland and California, these have been codified as criminal offenses9. So, a person who fails to evacuate is committing a crime and subject to arrest—meaning the police can seize their person and take them elsewhere, that is, evacuate them. This argument has been raised and implicitly accepted by the Louisiana courts in several of the lawsuits filed in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, wherein several authorities have been sued for false arrest, wrongful imprisonment and civil rights violations in the course of enforcing the various mandatory evacuation orders10.
In 2009, Texas passed legislation which explicitly allows authorities to "compel persons who remain in the evacuated area to leave and authorize the use of reasonable force to remove persons from the area11." However, this power to compel evacuation is not automatically exercised when an order to evacuate is issued, but must be exercised independently through a separate, concurrent order12.
Policy Implications of a Mandatory Evacuation
In "The Challenge of Mandatory Evacuation: Providing For and Deciding For," the authors identify two motivations for issuing a mandatory evacuation order: (1) to open the door to provide resources to evacuate to those who otherwise are without, and (2) the need to decide on behalf of those otherwise unable to13. The most practical reasons to issue a mandatory evacuation order are to open the door to additional resources for those otherwise unable to voluntarily evacuate, and to stress the urgency and seriousness of the situation to those otherwise unconvinced.
Actually enforcing a mandatory evacuation through force, however reasonable, is not likely to be effective or beneficial in the long run. Arresting people always raises issues. From the perspective of responders there are liability questions, and from the perspective of otherwise law-abiding citizens, there are the long-term consequences of having a run-in with the law. While the courts have been clear that seizing an individual to evacuate them, and the likely property loss implications of doing so, are shielded by various immunities, allegations of excessive use of force doing so are not14. Of more immediate concern, one of the key issues found to have prevented the evacuation by African Americans from New Orleans prior to Hurricane Katrina were the perceived racism and inequities in their relationship with civic institutions15. In that context, clearing an endangered community by force is not wise.
The most practical reason to issue a mandatory evacuation order is to open the door to additional resources for those otherwise unable to voluntarily evacuate. This lack of resources was also identified as one of the key barriers to evacuation during Katrina16. The emergency management community has made great strides in planning for transportation disadvantaged populations, and involving marginalized communities since then. However, many of the resources necessary to carry out those plans are contingent on declarations of emergency and mandatory orders of evacuation.
In the end there are some people who will not want to evacuate, no matter how nicely they are asked, or how many buses may be available. As California has experienced in its many wildfires, some residents just don't see the urgency and prove lucky17. In such cases, the concern is less the life of the individual who refuses to leave, and more the life of the responders who may be called on later for a dramatic rescue that could have been avoided. North Carolina and Texas lead the way in this respect by providing that people who refuse an order to evacuate are civilly liable for the costs of a later rescue—while it making it clear that such a rescue may not come at all18. Combined with the infamous "magic marker" tactics of coastal Virginia, where citizens refusing to evacuate are given pens and instructed to write their social security numbers on themselves so that their remains can be identified, most folks will choose to leave when given the opportunity and resources to do so. If those who don't leave are made to bear the full burden of their choice to stay, there is no real advantage to arresting them and forcing them out. Like the crop of a rider, the threat is a better motivator than the actual use.
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