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Introduction 
 
In the event of wildfire, a timely response upon the receipt of the first fire cues is vital to human survival 
in wildfire-prone urban areas. From the past wildfire events in Australia, for example, evidence has 
shown that residents often ‘wait and see’ how the situation unfolds before taking protective action, 
such as evacuation or shelter-in-place [1]. Such decision-making delay has in the past been detrimental 
to people’s survival [2], thus advising largely against a ‘wait and see’ strategy [3]. Yet, media reports 
from as recent as Victoria’s 2019–2020 bushfire season reveal that some people are still willing to ‘wait 
and see’, even after receiving an evacuation order, and could be tempted to do so even more as the 
COVID-19 pandemic has seen many people self-isolate and be reluctant to leave [4;5]. Importantly, the 
‘wait and see’ responses in populations reactions to wildfires have received research attention in 
Australia and North America. However, it is unclear whether the findings extend to European regions, 
given the scarcity of such research there. 
 
Thus, research is needed to better understand the circumstances under which a ‘wait and see’ response 
manifests during wildfires, the circumstances under which this response diminishes, or where it is 
unlikely to occur. Such knowledge would improve wildfire emergency response planning (illustrated in 
recent wildfires in Greece, see [6]), including support the use of urban-scale evacuation modelling [7;8], 
simulating population responses beyond the binary ‘stay’ or ‘go’. 
 
Influence in decision-making 
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Several factors have been found across the literature to impact ‘wait and see’ responses, namely 
demographic characteristics of residents (e.g. gender, age, medical impairments, etc.); differences in risk 
perception in relation to culture and other contextual factors [9]; contextual factors such as a  region’s 
official wildfire policy, by showing a preference for one type of protective action [10]. 
 
Different wildfire policies exist across geographies, as for example, in the South of France where 
‘shelter-in-place is preferred over evacuation. Moreover, residents are accustomed to rely upon 
instruction from authorities during an incident [11]. Therefore, it is possible that relatively more 
residents in South of France would choose to ‘wait and see’ upon a wildfire threat. Nonetheless, little 
research exists on the wildfire-related behaviours of European populations [12], and no research has 
investigated ‘wait and see’ responses in Europe. 
 
The current research effort specifically looked at risk from wildfire populations in South of France and 
Australia and with the help of two kinds of questionnaires: actual experience and hypothetical wildfire, 
assessed the participants’ ‘wait and see’ behaviors generally, as well as under circumstances such as 
social cues (media notifications, seeing other people evacuate), environmental cues (smoke, embers, 
fire), and a combination of the two. 
 
 
Key findings 
 
‘Wait and see’ responses under different circumstances 
 
There were several findings pertaining to ‘wait and see’ behaviors in Australia and South of France.  
Firstly, on who was more or less likely to ‘wait and see’: Australian participants in a hypothetical wildfire 
intending to wait were in line with the summarised findings from literature (in [13]), i.e. between 3% to 
32%. Similarly, Australian participants who actually experienced a wildfire, reported waiting closer to the 
lower end of the previously reported results (25% to 58% – see [13]). In contrast, there were more 
participants who reported intending to wait or actually waiting in South of France, but far lower than 
that reported previously for American communities (intending = approximately 71%, actually waiting = 
between 54% and approximately 85%) [14;15]. These differences show that while past research from 
outside Europe has been important in highlighting a global problem, those findings cannot be wholly 
generalised to other parts of the world. Also, Australian participants’ more decisive behaviour was likely 
influenced in part by an awareness of the tragic 2009 Black Saturday bushfires – an event of a 
magnitude that France has not experienced this century, and so the French population would likely have 
less media exposure to information regarding the negative effects of ‘wait and see’ responses. 
 
Secondly, our findings show that different circumstances, such as social, environmental cues and the 
mixture of the two also influence the ‘wait and see’ decision. For example, the receipt of just social cues 
was not found to have a decisive effect on all participants’ decision-making (e.g., wildfire notification via 
the media, and unofficial cues such as seeing neighbours’ reactions). However, official cues in the form 
of a direct order to evacuate did appear to reduce waiting, as has been noted elsewhere (e.g. [14]). As 
for the environmental cues, they were more effective in reducing intentions to wait, both when 
presented alone and in combination with social cues. However, influence of environmental cues was 
nuanced. The results suggested that, in both the hypothetical and real-life situations, participants were 
not entirely sure what to do in response to seeing smoke, while more decisiveness was usually displayed 
in response to seeing embers and certainly in response to seeing flames. So, practitioners should be 
made aware that their expectations are not necessarily reflected in the manner in which the public is 
likely to respond. On the other hand, embers and flames are indicators of a fire being in very close 
proximity, meaning a potential danger to life and property and very little time to act.  
 



Thirdly, pre-event risk perception did not appear to uniformly influence participants’ decision-making, 
and neither did preparedness (i.e. having a plan). Nonetheless, having insurance was significantly 
associated with taking action rather than waiting, but only for the South of France sample with actual 
wildfire experience. It could be that having appropriate insurance cover means that the financial cost of 
losing property is covered. As such, people’s priorities could be less conflicted during a fire, and 
attention could be immediately turned to acting to protect self and family from harm. Thinking ahead 
about one’s evacuation destination was significantly associated with less waiting, but only in the 
Australian hypothetical wildfire sample. There, more participants planned to go to a nearby town during 
evacuation rather than escape to closer locations such as a public hall in their own town.  
 
Finally, when it comes to socio-demographic factors, there was no overlap between the two study 
regions or experience samples, suggesting that there could be both regional differences and other ways 
in which wildfire experiences shape diverse populations’ responses. Age being an important factor in the 
Australian sample for a hypothetical fire can potentially indicate that younger and older adults, who 
have not yet experienced a wildfire and might be prone to reacting slowly, perhaps because they feel 
less able to make a critical decision or take action for themselves in a situation without any sign of 
support or involvement from authority figures. Therefore, interventions targeting different age groups 
could be formed more intentionally. For the South of France participants with actual experience, having 
pets/livestock was significantly associated with choosing to take action, as was having dependents, 
indicating the importance of livestock and dependents on evacuation decision-making (also reported in 
[16;17]). 
 
 
 
Study implications 
 
The findings of this study have implications for practitioners and policy makers. They call for their 
attention when designing effective communication during wildfire emergencies, highlighting a need to 
ensure instructions are clear about action to be taken, authoritative, and incentivising. They also call for 
attention when designing preparedness initiatives for wildfire events, especially in at-risk areas where 
populations may be largely inexperienced. Preparedness should focus on assisting residents to swiftly 
and correctly interpret environmental cues such as smoke, or identify physiological symptoms and their 
implications for the ability to carry out protective action safely. Residents should also be helped to 
identify safe refuges within their locality and alternate routes to reach the safe locations, which can be 
factored into fire plans. Additionally, more consideration should be given as to how to reach out to 
residents in their homes – not just residents deemed vulnerable, such as those living with young 
children or the elderly, but also those without dependents. Educational safety campaigns may be 
effective but need to capture interest and are likely to be conducted for a limited time. Thus, policy 
makers should seek to identify and collaborate with alternative information sources such as insurance 
companies – their marketing campaigns and policies are likely to be viewed by more people and more 
frequently when policies need renewing, and these could contain reminders about the benefits of 
wildfire preparedness. 
 
The observed effects of environmental and social cues on ‘wait and see’ responses also have 
implications for urban-scale evacuation modelling. Firstly, the differences in the extent of waiting seen 
in France compared to Australia (and the USA) mean caution should be exercised when applying 
research findings to simulation models across geographies, even when the models are capable of 
simulating such environmental and social effects. Secondly, there is a potential for over-reliance on the 
effects of social cues in initiating a protective action response, as it seems that some people will ‘wait 
and see’ under certain official and unofficial social cues. Thus, developers of evacuation models should 
consider the integration of hazard data within their models, to enable scenarios where evacuation is 
triggered by different progressing environmental cues in addition to social cues. Finally, for evacuation 



simulations to more accurately reflect reality, it is important to consider that response behaviour of 
individuals with experience of wildfires and those without. 
 
Future research efforts 
 
The study confirms the urgent need to conduct further human behaviour research in European contexts, 
based on the evidence that South of France participants exhibited more prominent ‘wait and see’ 
behaviors. To enable this, policy makers should commission and use local research. This will support 
evidence-based planning, which in turn should help authorities direct resources to where they may have 
the greatest effect in minimising waiting. 
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