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Abstract

Collective false alarms can cause significant disruption, costly emergency response, and distress. Yet an adequate

psychological explanation for these incidents is lacking. We interviewed 39 participants and analysed multiple

secondary data-sources from the 2017 false alarm in Oxford Street, UK, to develop a new explanation of this

phenomenon. There was evidence that awareness of recent collectively self-relevant terrorist attacks lowered the

threshold for interpreting ambiguous signals as signs of hostile threat. Interviewees also fled and hid after inferring

threat from others’ fear and flight responses. Cooperative behaviour was sporadic and was associated with an

emergent sense of groupness that occurred in limited locations. The analysis suggests that crowd behaviour in even

the most dramatic false alarms has more in common with that in real emergencies than with the image of mass panic

portrayed in the news media. This analysis has implications for policy in preparing the public for terrorist attacks.
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Incident

Recent years have seen a number of dramatic incidents involving crowds of people fleeing from supposed terrorist

attacks. There were 126 such false alarms in Great Britain in the period 2010-2019 (Barr et al., 2022), mostly comprising

spontaneous evacuations from shopping centres and transport hubs (e.g., KentOnline, 2018; York, 2018). Similar high-

profile false alarm incidents were also reported in Europe in the same period (Bartholomew, 2016); in Turin in June 2017,

a crowd fled at the sound of pepper spray which they mistook for gunshots, leaving three people dead and over a

thousand injured (Associated Press, 2019). False alarm incidents have also occurred in the USA (e.g., NBCMiami, 2023),

including several at music events, where crowds have fled from what they mistakenly thought was an active shooter (e.g.,

Del Rosario, 2023). As well as injuries and even fatalities, false alarm incidents can cause huge disruption and a

significant and costly outlay of emergency responder time and resources. False alarm flight incidents also appear to raise

questions about the wisdom of government campaigns to increase public vigilance to possible terrorist attacks (Pearce et

al., 2019).

However, an adequate psychological explanation for collective false alarms seems to be lacking. On the one hand,

commentators often describe these incidents as cases of mass panic (e.g., Bartholomew, 2016; Davies, 2020). Yet the

‘panic’ concept has long been discredited as an account of crowd psychology (e.g., Donald & Canter, 1992; Sime, 1990).

On the other hand, many contemporary academic accounts of behaviour in emergencies explain public responses to

signals of potential threat in terms of cognitive biases (e.g., Kinsey et al., 2019; Mikami & Ikeda, 1985; Quarantelli, 1980);

but these typically focus on false negatives not false positives.

In addition, despite their psychological, social, and policy significance, there have been few empirical studies of these

crowd flight events. The small number of studies that do exist have largely relied on observational and secondary data

(e.g., Barr et al., 2022; Philpot & Levine, 2022), and have not investigated underlying psychological processes or

participant experiences.

Responding to the need for a psychological explanation, in this paper we develop a novel theoretical framework that

addresses three key questions about false alarm flight incidents. First, under what conditions do people (mis) perceive

relatively innocent signals as signs of hostile threat? Second, how does fear and flight behaviour spread through a crowd?

And third, how do people behave towards each other in these incidents, and why? In order to answer these questions and

explore the utility of the proposed framework, we carried out a case study, using interviews and multiple secondary data-

sources, of one of the largest and most dramatic false alarms in Europe in recent years: the incident on ‘Black Friday’,

November 2017, in Oxford Street, London.

Collective false alarms: What needs to be explained?

Prima facie, there are three elements of collective false alarm flight incidents that require explanation. In each case,

existing psychological accounts appear to be wanting. First, there is the fact that at least some people mistake innocent

sounds for the sound of an attack (such as gunshots). The idea of ‘crowd panic’, which features in much of the news
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coverage of false alarm flight events (e.g., Hyatt, 207; Reynolds & Pilditch, 2017; Siddique, 2017), suggests one

explanation for this (mis) perception of threat. Thus the fact that in these incidents there was subsequently found to be no

genuine threat seems to give support to the idea that people in crowds are liable to hasty and irrational judgements (e.g.,

Smelser, 1962). However, critics of the ‘panic’ concept have long pointed out that the characterization of a fear or flight

response as irrational is an unnecessary and unwarranted assumption (Sime, 1990; Quarantelli, 2001). Too often, the

attribution of a (mis) perception to panic is a post hoc assessment rather than an account of psychological processes.

In contemporary research on public reactions to signals of emergencies, the key problem of human behaviour isn’t false

positives but the opposite – i.e., disregarding signals of threat (Proulx, 2007; Lindel & Perry, 2012). In the literature, this

common pattern of responses is often attributed to a normalcy bias, whereby people tend to believe that nothing unusual

is happening, or an optimism bias, whereby people believe that disaster cannot happen to them (Atwood, & Major, 2000;

Kinsey et al., 2019). While there is some previous work on false alarms in this tradition (Mikami & Ikeda, 1985; Quarantelli,

1980), it isn’t clear how a mechanism proposed to explain neglect of threat signals can explain false alarms, since the

beliefs and possible motivations would be different in each case.

The second feature of these collective false alarms that requires explanation is the spread of behaviour. Often at a false

alarm incident, what many people see and respond to is not the noise of a supposed terrorist attack or shooter but other

people’s fear and flight reactions, joining in so that the response becomes a collective incident. ‘Contagion’, the notion that

emotions and behaviour spread through contact or exposure alone, is the traditional explanation for how panic supposedly

transmits between people (e.g., Le Bon, 1965; McDougall, 1920). While the concept remains popular with mathematical

modellers of collective behaviour, who use the term synonymously with spread or mimicry (e.g., Cracco & Brass, 2018), it

suffers from profound, even insurmountable, problems as a psychological explanation. It cannot explain group boundaries

to emotional or behavioural spread (Milgram & Toch, 1969; Neville et al., 2020; Van der Schalk et al., 2011). Further,

reviews of the evidence suggest that the mimicry involved in emotional contagion is not automatic, but rather relates to

communication goals that already involve an emotional orientation to the other person (Parkinson, 2019).

The third feature of collective false alarms that requires explanation is how people behave towards each other during

these events, and why. The ‘panic’ explanation suggests that behaviour will be uncontrolled and anti-normative in

(perceived) emergencies, with competitive flight behaviour prevalent (Donald & Canter, 1992). This image has tended to

be a feature of news coverage of false alarm flight incidents (e.g., Reynolds & Pilditch, 2017). However, there is now a

substantial literature on behaviour in real emergencies documenting common instances of coordination, cooperation and

social support among those caught up in the event (Drury, 2018), including in recent marauding terrorist attacks

(Bernardini & Quagliarini, 2021; Dezecache et al., 2021). The few existing studies of collective false alarms similarly

undermine the notion that behaviour in these incidents is predominantly or typically selfish or uncontrolled. Philpot and

Levine (2022) used video evidence to analyse a spontaneous evacuation of 40 passengers from an underground train

prompted by a phone charger exploding. They found that anti-social behaviour was rare and displays of pro-sociality were

more common. A recent systematic review of false alarm incidents found evidence that public behaviour was diverse (Barr

et al., 2022). Despite the widespread characterization of these kinds of events as ‘stampedes’ (e.g., Del Rosario, 2023;

Mills, 2017), fewer than half of the incidents featured reports of competitive behaviours like pushing and trampling.
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Given the lack of adequate existing explanations for the three key features of collective false alarm incidents, we suggest

below some concepts to help explain threat (mis) perception, emotional and behavioural influence, and cooperative vs

competitive behaviour. These concepts informed the design of our interviews.

Towards a model of collective false alarm flight incidents

An alternative to panic and bias to explain the (mis) perception of threat is to investigate how certain beliefs might arise

from particular temporal contexts of true signals. Thus signal detection theory suggests a possible mechanism for the shift

from discounting signals to perceiving threat. In this account, the level of vigilance is a function of the recent frequency of

genuine signals and the cost of false negatives. For example Wormwood et al. (2016) showed experimentally that raised

awareness of the recent 2013 Boston marathon bombings led to a lowering of the threshold for interpreting a figure as

holding a gun (rather than a neutral object).

Threat or risk perception is typically conceptualized in psychology in terms of risk to the personal self, when in fact

perceptions of risk can vary with the salience of different group identities (Kellezi & Reicher, 2012; Spears, 2010). The

issue in the present case, therefore, is the extent to which previous (genuine) terrorist incidents are perceived as self-

relevant to different identities. Barr et al.’s (2022) systematic review found that increases in false alarm flight incidents

followed what appeared to be psychologically-relevant attacks in UK and Europe, such as indiscriminate Islamist-inspired

attacks, rather than the (more targeted) far-right terrorist attacks, despite the number of fatalities associated with the latter.

Thus, in a context of recent terrorist attacks, a change in signal detection in the public (towards greater sensitivity) might

operate through collective self-relevance.

Social appraisal (Manstead & Fischer, 2001) is a possible alternative explanation to ‘contagion’ for how emotional

reactions are transmitted between people (Parkinson, 2019) in false alarm flight incidents. This account suggests that

people use evidence of others’ emotions to infer information about shared situations (such as hostile threat) and hence

how to feel. Experimental tests using different emotions, including fear, demonstrate that people are particularly motivated

to employ social appraisal under conditions of uncertainty (Bruder et al., 2014). Bernardini and Quagliarini’s (2021) video

analysis of the 2017 Turin false alarm incident and Philpot and Levine’s (2022) study of a train evacuation both found

evidence of what appeared to be social influence processes within the crowd. Since both studies were observational only,

and since social appraisal has so far only been examined in experimental designs, there is a need to analyse self-report

data to examine closely what people were thinking, feeling, and saying during such incidents.

For the question of how people behave towards each other in false alarm incidents and why, an alternative to ‘panic’

theories is the social identity model of collective resilience (Drury et al., 2019). This has largely been applied to real

emergencies (though a comparative study that included two false alarms and nine real emergencies did not identify any

differences in participants’ reported behaviour; Drury et al., 2009a). The model suggests that the extent of cooperative

and coordinated (vs competitive and uncoordinated) behaviour is a function of the extent of shared identity in the crowd

(Drury, 2018). In a physical crowd (such as in a shopping street or transport hub) where there is no prior shared social
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identity across the crowd, the degree to which shared social identity develops in a (perceived) emergency will be

determined by the experience (if any) of common fate.

The present study

In order to address these questions of threat (mis) perception, spread of fear and flight, and cooperative behaviour, we

carried out a case study of the false alarm that took place in Oxford Street and surrounding areas in London, UK, in

November 2017 (‘Black Friday’). This event was chosen due to the large number of people involved and the large number

of available videos, social media sources, and media coverage. While it was large and there were more recorded injuries

compared to other incidents, in key respects – misperception of signal, a crowd of people involved, emergency services

response, shopping street location – it was similar to other false alarm flight incidents (Barr et al., 2022).

We interviewed 39 people who were present on Oxford Street during the false alarm to understand subjective

experiences. We also triangulated all available secondary sources to create a comprehensive narrative account, to

understand the main contours and sequence of behaviour.

There had been five high-profile terrorist incidents in the UK that year prior to the incident in Oxford Street,1 four of which

were in London; and the official threat level at the time was ‘critical’, which is the highest level. In this regard, it’s worth

noting that there is evidence that the contingencies (i.e., the costs of wrongly ignoring) of a hostile threat are perceived as

greater than for non-hostile threats (Goh, 2022). Therefore, we expected interviewees to refer to these recent incidents as

one of the reasons they interpreted what they saw and heard on the day as signs of a hostile threat. More specifically, we

expected more reference to recent Islamist-inspired attacks that had taken place in the UK and France (2015)2 than to the

far-right terrorist attacks in the same period3 (Barr et al., 2022). This pattern of responses would be in line with the role of

collective self-relevance in signal detection, outlined above.

In line with social appraisal theory (Manstead & Fischer, 2001), we expected that the sight of others’ fear responses to be

mentioned by interviewees as an important factor leading them to believe that there was something to be afraid of and a

reason to join in with the flight. In addition, if people use others’ responses to infer how to feel and act, we expected the

sight of the police response to be influential, although we did not expect emulation here. We also sought to explore any

other reasons people cited for believing there was a terrorist attack and that they should join others in trying to flee (or

hide).

Finally, we expected that reports of cooperative and supportive behaviour to be associated with evidence of shared social

identity (Drury et al., 2009a), and the extent of coordinated vs uncoordinated behaviour to reflect the extent to which there

was a sense of common fate across the crowd.

Method

We undertook a dual approach to addressing our research questions, comprising a detailed triangulated account of the
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sequence of events and an interview study with 39 participants.

Triangulated narrative account

Our methodological approach mirrored that of Ball et al. (2019) in their analysis of one the 2011 English riots. We sought

all available sources on the events in Oxford Street on 24th November 2017. The final data-set comprised 59 news

articles, 34 videos, 57 social media postings, one academic paper (Eriksson Krutrok & Lindgren, 2022), and notes made at

a knowledge exchange workshop with officials from Transport for London. The 39 interviews (see below) were also

included.

Sources of information on the time and location of events and the movements of people were compiled into a

chronological timeline in Excel, consisting of 184 actions and observations, with 120 references. We cross-referenced

information such as times and locations in order to construct a robust evidential base for an assessment of the patterns in

the physical movements of the crowds and emergency services. Timeline entries were triangulated for the narrative

account, with notes made where conflicts arose. The aim was to create a consensual account of the timing, pattern and

order of behaviours of the public and the emergency services, throughout the incident. Ethical approval for the

triangulated account was obtained from the School of Psychology, University of [anonymised for peer review] (reference

ER/LB679/1).

Interview study

Participants

Thirty-nine semi-structured interviews with people who were present at Oxford Street and/or the surrounding streets on

24th November 2017 during the incident were carried out by five researchers. We used a variety of recruitment strategies.

First, we employed both passive and active recruitment (Gelinas et al., 2017) on social media sites such as Twitter,

Facebook, and LinkedIn (resulting in 15 and eight interviews respectively). Second, we made a call out on BBC Radio 4’s

‘All in the mind’ programme (12 interviews). Third, a team member visited Oxford Street and approached shop staff (two

interviews). Snowballing from these initial contacts also resulted in two further interviews.

As this incident was potentially traumatic, potential interviewees were asked to complete a mental health screening tool

(see OSF site https://osf.io/8f6xn/?view_only=cf75483cbc394538becfda77e70faa8b) to avoid unduly distressing

vulnerable participants. This involved completing the Generalised Anxiety Disorder Assessment (GAD-7) (Spitzer et al.,

2006), the Patient Health Questionnaire-9 (PHQ-9) (Kroenke & Spitzer, 2002) and the Work and Social Adjustment Scale

(WSAS) (Mundt et al., 2002). Participants that scored 10 or above on the GAD-7 or PHQ-9, or 11 or above on the WSAS

were not interviewed and instead were signposted to professional support.

We made initial contact with 47 potential participants. Eight initial contacts did not result in interviews, as potential

participants either did not pass the mental health screening threshold (3), declined to take part after being introduced to

the screening tool (1), or stopped replying to emails after initial agreement to participate (4).
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Participants’ ages ranged between 20 and 71 years and the mean age was 43. Twenty-two participants were female and

17 were male. Twenty-seven participants were white, one each were Arabic, South Asian, Chinese, Hispanic, mixed

British Asian, mixed British Asian, and mixed White and Black Caribbean; the ethnicity of six others was unknown.

Twenty-eight were British, two were American, one each were Australian/British, American/British, and Qatari; the

nationality of six is unknown.

Ethical approval for the interviews was provided by the School of Psychology, University of [anonymised for peer review]

(ER/CG456/1, ER/CG456/1, ER/HL429/3, ER/SL750/2).

Interview schedule

The interview schedule covered eight topics: the story of the day, perceptions of the event (‘Did you hear or see the initial

incident?’), interpretation of the event (‘What did you initially think was happening? Why?’), public behaviour (‘Initially,

what did the people around you do?’), police behaviour (‘Did you see what the police were doing?’), terror attack

awareness (‘At the time, were you aware that there had been other terrorist attacks in the UK earlier in the year?’), and

leaving (‘How did you leave?’). Rather than asking people directly whether they were influenced by seeing others’ (flight)

behaviour, we asked ‘what did the people around you do?’ and ‘Did you see people running? Why do you think they did

that?’. There were ~45 questions in total, which were mostly opened-ended. Interview schedules can be retrieved from

OSF: https://osf.io/8f6xn/?view_only=cf75483cbc394538becfda77e70faa8b

Interviews were conducted via Zoom, in the period January-August 2022. Zoom’s internal transcription service provided

an initial draft of the interviews which a professional transcription service edited for accuracy using the audiovisual files.

Analytic procedure

We analysed the interviews using theoretically-driven thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke 2006). Researchers

familiarised themselves with the transcripts, noted important points and established codes informed by both prior

knowledge of areas of interest (e.g., ‘terror threat context’; Barr et al., 2022) and new points participants raised. After

several iterations of this process, we established key themes and sub-themes which addressed our research questions

(see Table 1).

Data availability statement

Anonymised transcripts and full list of secondary sources are available at OSF: https://osf.io/8f6xn/?

view_only=cf75483cbc394538becfda77e70faa8b

Table 1. Superordinate themes and themes for addressing our research questions
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Research question Superordinate themes Themes 

1. Why did people interpret sounds and sights as signs of hostile
threat? 

Terror threat context increases sensitivity to signals 

Shared awareness of terror threat 

Personal relevance 

Heightened vigilance 

Perceived identity of threat 

2. Why did fear and flight behaviour spread? 
Social appraisal and other inferences from other
people’s behaviour 

Seeing crowds running 

Police behaviour 

Cumulative evidence 

3. To what extent was public behaviour coordinated or
uncoordinated, and why? 

Diversity of behaviour 

Running and hiding 

Supportive behaviour 

Competitive behaviour 

A fragmented experience across
the crowd 

Overview of the ‘Black Friday’ 2017 Oxford Street false alarm incident

This is an abbreviated version of the full triangulated account which can be accessed on the OSF site:

(https://osf.io/8f6xn/?view_only=cf75483cbc394538becfda77e70faa8b)

At around 16:35 on 24th November 2017, an altercation broke out between two men on the Central Line westbound

platform of Oxford Circus London Underground (‘tube’) station. It was rush-hour, on the busiest shopping day of the year

(‘Black Friday’), and the platform was crowded. Some individuals reported hearing what they thought were gunshots, and

a member of the public pressed the emergency button. An announcement on the platform communications system asked

the public to evacuate the station. Passengers fled from the platform and the station itself, with some people reporting

hearing cries and shouts.

At 16.38, police received multiple reports of gunfire on the platform. Police responded “as if the incident were terrorist

related” (Metropolitan Police, 2017a). An armed response unit arrived less than a minute after the initial calls. They

entered the station, ordering people to move.

Crowds spread out in all directions from the eight exits of the tube station. Although many people ran, behaviour varied.

For example, video footage from the east side of Oxford Circus station shows people walking away in an orderly fashion

as the announcement to evacuate the station can be heard in the background, while others walked briskly.

People on the streets at Oxford Circus saw urgent crowd flight from the station which developed into a cascade of flight

incidents, with people running in groups. Some ran into shops to seek shelter. Some were already in shops or other

premises, which then locked their doors. Dozens of uniformed police officers, who by then had joined the operation,

ordered people to get inside shops or move away as they cleared the area. At 16:43, London Fire Brigade dispatched

three fire engines. Police advised the public to avoid the area. They set up cordons across the main thoroughfares.

As some people moved away from the initial incident, they would start to walk normally, but on hearing a sudden sound,
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running and hurrying would start again, with people moving like this in ‘waves’ as they progressed through the streets.

Many sought and shared information. Some incidents of pushing and trampling were reported. But there were also

incidents of kindness, with people helping those who had fallen or comforting the distressed. Video footage also shows

some people fleeing towards Oxford Circus, rather than away, and then being directed back. People fleeing eventually

reached as far as Soho, Mayfair, Covent Garden, Marylebone, and Marble Arch (0.8 mile away) – see Figure 1.

Figure 1. Locations in London where crowd flight occurred on 24 th November 2017 (Source: The Guardian/ OpenStreetMap)

Some people went into offices, pubs, and cafes, where some continued to seek shelter by hiding in basements or lying on

the floor. Scenes in department stores were often chaotic. Workstations were abandoned and goods spilled onto the floor.

Once inside, staff and customers alike waited, often in basement rooms or offices. Those that could get a signal on their

phones were searching for information via social media as neither staff nor security personnel had any further information.

Some stores, however, opened their doors and told people to run because the police were asking people to leave the

area.

By around 17.15, the Oxford Circus area was cleared of the public with just police personnel and vehicles present. Just

after 17.20, some eyewitnesses reported they were being released from shops and restaurants they had been told to

shelter in. However, other people stayed inside premises after 17.30. Further tweets from police stated that no evidence of

shots or casualties had been located and that Oxford Circus and Bond Street tube stations were open and operating as

normal.
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At 18.04, the Metropolitan Police announced in a tweet that their response had been ‘stood down’ and asked people still

sheltering in shops to leave (Metropolitan Police, 2017b). Later that evening London Ambulance Service released an

update, confirming that sixteen people required medical attention while leaving the Oxford Circus area. Seven patients

were discharged at the scene, eight patients were taken to two central London hospitals for minor injuries, with one

patient attending a major trauma centre for leg injuries (Hyatt, 2017).

Analysis

The analysis section is structured to address our research questions 1. Why did people interpret sounds and sights as

signs of hostile threat?, 2. Why did fear and flight behaviour spread through the crowd? (How did people respond to

others’ (fear) responses?) 3. To what extent was behaviour cooperative and coordinated (vs competitive and

uncoordinated), and why? In each section, we present representative extracts for each type of comment from participants.

1. Why did people interpret sounds and sights as signs of hostile threat?

We know that some people interpreted some sounds as signs that a terrorist attack was happening, since there were

~600 reports of ‘gunshots’ received by police (see triangulated account in the OSF folder). Four of our participants told us

they heard what they thought were such ‘gunshots’. In addition, two interviewees cited examples of others interpreting

ambiguous sounds as evidence of hostile threat.

Our interviewees reported a variety of reasons that they and others perceived ambiguous sounds and sights as signs of a

hostile threat, and indeed for their overall perception that a terrorist attack was occurring. The most important of these --

certainly, the most commonly cited -- was the context of recent terrorist attacks. We grouped their comments on this topic

under a superordinate theme we called ‘Terror threat context increases sensitivity to signals’. The majority of interviewees

(26/39, 66.6%) referred spontaneously to the recent terrorist incidents in the UK and Europe. This spontaneous

contextualization provides some evidence that this recent history was in their awareness at the time. These and other

interviewee statements, captured in the themes below, suggest that this awareness of the recent context affected people’s

threat perception, understanding, and behaviour.

Shared awareness of terror threat

The vast majority of interviewees (36/39, 92%) reported being aware that, before the incident, the UK, and in particular

London, had faced terrorist attacks. Furthermore, many interviewees reported a shared awareness of the terror threat

context in the public at large. For Frances this understanding reflected a wider public knowledge of previous attacks:

I think it was that heightened level of awareness in the public cos of things like especially it is being London…

There had been attacks on the bus, London Bridge et cetera. So it was in my mind (Frances)
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Frances also referred to numerous anti-terror measures in place in public spaces at that time. Another interviewee

reported that the news media was speculating on the risk of terrorist attacks specifically aimed at Oxford Circus at

Christmas:

there was a lot of consistent reporting about how Oxford Circus might be a target at like Christmas. I think this was

like a common sort of like newspaper theme as well, so I think that was maybe also played into like some of my

thinking (Greg)

Thus, interviewees reported both their own and an assumed wider public awareness of recent lethal terror attacks and the

plausibility of further attacks in places like Oxford Street in the lead up to Christmas.

Personal relevance

The potential for central London to be attacked at Christmas time was personally relevant for people in London, but

especially for those who worked in central London:

I was obviously very conscious of where we worked was such a huge big tourist destination and especially

Christmas, a place where there are thousands of people and I definitely thought that you know that would be a

target one point. (Jeremy)

Several participants reported the personal relevance of the attacks in London in 2017. Leo was present during the London

Bridge attack on 3rd June that year. Other interviewees reported that family (e.g., Fatima) and friends (e.g., Greg) had

been caught up in the police response to previous attacks. These personal history stories (cf. Lindell & Perry, 2012) are

important, as they suggest that the recent news media wasn’t the only way that people became aware of the terror threat

context.

Heightened vigilance

Twenty interviewees reported being either worried or wary of the risk from terrorism in London at Christmas shopping

time. For some, this led to heightened vigilance to threat signals. For example, Alice reported fleeing Oxford Circus tube

station merely at the sound of an alarm before others fled, suggesting she was especially vigilant of and responsive to

possible threat signals. In the following quote she reports her expectation that ‘it was due to happen’:

I think it felt more heightened at that time. And you know, I can’t really remember like what else there was, but I

think there’s just been a gradual build-up of things that have happened. I think it was, I think, part of remembering

like something hasn't happened in a while, so the likelihood it might because it hasn't happened in a while. And

then yeah because there's lots of people, I think it just sort of felt like there hasn't been one in a while, I think you'll

feel safe when that something's just happened, but I think, because I felt like, it sounds awful, but like it was due to
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happen, or it was, something was coming. (Alice)

It is difficult to be sure whether or not statements like the above were a post-hoc assessment of risk or reflect an

anticipated risk felt at the time. However, some interviewees stated that they specifically recalled anticipating the risk of

terrorism on the day:

I definitely remember thinking, ‘is this a good idea to be going to London, on Black Friday, when there's been so

much terrorism around?’, because this would be the ideal day to ruin Christmas. (Ken).

Some interviewees, especially people who worked in central London, explicitly stated that the terrorist context – the recent

attacks in London – heightened their vigilance towards possible threat signals:

I think most people who work in like central London at some point, maybe think ‘oh that could be a possibility at

some point’, especially back then because, like I said, there was so many. Maybe there was like two in a year, and

I don’t like I said I'm not sure if Manchester had happened then, and like it was definitely a running of attacks which

made you a bit more heightened to it. (Jeremy)

The terror threat context therefore appears to have led to heightened vigilance, at least among some of those present that

day.

Perceived identity of threat

While not all interviewees mentioned the assumed attackers’ ideology by name, all of the concrete examples of terrorism

they named were Islamist-inspired attacks; no one mentioned any of the recent far-right attacks. Most interviewees

interpreted what they saw and heard in the light of the UK attacks, although some also used the 2015 Paris attacks as a

reference point:

the Bataclan attack was the thing, that was on my mind, I think above anything else, thinking they, you know,

could, could this be another rampaging attack of, of the kind that we saw in Paris, that, that was what scared me.

(Oliver)

In addition, nine referred to the July 7th 2005 London bombings4 to interpret the events around the tube stations:

it was more the 2005 incident that came to mind, I guess, because I thought it could be tube related. (Ramone)

It is notable that both Oliver and Ramone said they had recently spent time abroad and were perhaps less aware of the

2017 terror threat context in the UK. Therefore, while a minority of interviewees used a longer frame of reference to make

sense of their experience, most interviewees interpreted threat signals in the light of the specific 2017 terror threat
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context.

2. Why did fear and flight behaviour spread through the crowd?

Given that most people fleeing did not hear the supposed ‘gunshots’, we sought to address how fear and flight behaviour

spread through the crowd. Specifically we were interested in how interviewees had responded to other people’s perceived

fear and flight responses. A superordinate theme of social appraisal and other inferences from other people’s behaviour

gathered the accounts, as captured here in a theme of ‘seeing crowds running’.

Seeing crowds running

Around half of our interviewees (20/39, 51%) reported seeing crowds running as the first sign that something unusual was

happening:

the first that I became aware of anything amiss was there were people running, I'd say maybe ten to fifteen people

running at great speed and looking panicked. (Ken)

Many stated that they saw or heard fear in the crowds (30/39, 77%), inferring threat rather than some benign cause of the

running. Interviewees referred to multiple indicators that the crowd was fearful. Some said they saw fear in runners’ faces

or heard screams. Others cited discarded shopping bags and shoes as further evidence of fear in the people they saw

running:

there was a woman in front of me, she lost her shoe. And she just dived into like this shop, she left her shoe there

and I just remember thinking ‘oh my god don't leave your shoe’. It was like, she seemed pretty desperate to to get

away (Harriet)

Therefore, in these accounts the sight of people running, the fear inferred from that, and the fear observed on people’s

faces led to speculation about the cause of their fear, and the conclusion that ignoring it would be a risk:

And I remember quite clearly heading up this huge group of people there was one woman who was blonde and

had this look of terror on her face, and I thought ‘Oh my god, what are they running away from?’ I don’t know what

they’re running away from but there’s no way I’m continuing in this direction. Literally turned around, and ran up

the street myself and got to Selfridges (Isla)

Many interviewees maintained that their own running was not irrational but reasonable given so many other people’s fear

response. Indeed, the irrational response in this situation would have been to ignore these fear reactions:

the exact situation I was in on that day I would have been crazy to ignore it, like you don't ignore (a load of)
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screaming people running towards you (Emma)

Some interviewees reported joining in running as a crowd was running towards them:

I first became aware of it when some people were rushing past us, look over the shoulder and see a whole wave

of people doing that, so we were swept up with it. This would have all happened in a second or two and we started

to, I wouldn't say run full pelt but moving very quickly, maybe at a jogging pace, maybe a bit more urgent than

jogging. But clearly people were you know, just the expression on people's faces, it was panic. (Ken)

There are several points to make about the language Ken uses. First, Ken refers to being ‘swept up’, which seems to

mean in a physical sense rather than a psychological sense. Indeed, Ken also mentioned that he was eager to get out of

the running crowd so he didn’t get ‘trampled’ -- he did not mindlessly emulate those around him. Second, when referred to

‘panic’ on people’s faces, Ken clarified that he used the term not to mean irrationality but simply urgency:

I suppose I'm using it anecdotally, certainly not in the sense of a panic attack or even as a runaway fear response,

so I'm not even talking about it as a physiological condition, I was more referring to the urgency with which people

were moving, the expression on their face, the darting movements looking over their shoulders, grabbing their

loved ones, and also the incomprehension of just, I've got to get away, I've got to get away. (Ken)

Several other interviewees spoke of ‘panic’, and one (Carrie) reported experiencing a panic attack on her way home.

However, most interviewees seemed to use the term ‘panic’ as Ken did, to describe urgent flight from a perceived threat,

fear, and confusion.

A key point to come out of this part of the analysis is that people who reported ‘following’ others in their fear and flight

responses tended not to do it with just minimal information (as the ‘contagion’ account might suggest; Le Bon, 1965).

Rather, most (12 of the 20 runners) said they were conscious of the recent context of terrorism (which made others’ fear

response comprehensible). Most said they also drew upon other sources of information to interpret the sight of the fear

and flight of others and the overall situation. We explore further the other sources of information below, starting with

reactions to the presence of the police.

Police behaviour

For those 25 interviewees who said they saw police officers, the police’s visible presence operated as strong confirmatory

evidence of a threat, which created or increased participants’ fear, although some were also reassured by the police

presence. Indeed, for many interviewees, particular features of the police presence indicated not just that ‘an incident’ was

occurring but that ‘a terrorist incident’ was occurring. These features included ‘stab vests’, firearms, aggressive actions,

urgent movement, the use of armoured vehicles and helicopters, and the sheer scale of the response:
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they were like very strong policeman-type SWAT-type people in like, they were standing like a square around like,

between like the end of kind of Oxford Street, the, the, near the Hyde Park area to all the way to Oxford Street

Circus, like Oxford Circus station, like it was a whole bunch of men, all around the area, they were like making sure

everyone's okay, was guarding, so, when I saw them, I thought it was a terrorist attack, because that, I believe

that's what they wear when there's like a terrorist attack or a terrorist threat… (Fatima)

This inference led to a shock or fear reaction, according to interviewees:

I came out and straight away it was like blue flashing lights in my face so yeah like so there was yeah there was

that feeling of okay, well the police are here, but then also oh my God, the police are here (Sienna)

In combination with this other evidence that there was a hostile threat in progress, the sight of armed police had clear

implications for action:

Interviewer: And did your behaviour change as the incident progressed and, if so, how and why did it change?

Grace: It changed once I was reaching the exit, after I saw the police, with their Kalashnikovs, wherever they call

guns, and what I thought were, were the two shots, and definitely after what I heard in the street about the van

mowing people down, it changed from, this is awful, I'm not gonna get to my barbecue, to, now we've got to run for

our lives

Cumulative evidence

Across our interviewees, it was not just one factor (whether the recent context of terror threat, other people’s fear

response, or police behaviour) but a cumulative combination of different indicators that they said led them to believe there

was a terrorist attack happening. Interviewees reported hearing various rumours consistent with recent terror attacks,

including a gunman, people with knives, or a van targeting pedestrians.

Greg reported that he initially questioned the accounts of others that there was an attack, even when he saw people

running and screaming:

all of a sudden, I don't want to call it commotion because it wasn't like, there wasn't a lot of noise but, but the

people suddenly started to run like out of the tube station and past. And it was like it was really odd, because what

had been like quite a civil space just suddenly kind of switched. [] I was kind of wondering what's going on, and

then a young man [] ran by me and said and ‘run for your life! There's people with guns!’. So, sorry I'm laughing but

and you know, and I was like, I was like ‘oh my God!’ like, like ‘what's going on?’. And it was strange because,

because then you know, there was other people running too saying it was a terrorist incident. And, and a lot of

people who were just like screaming and stuff, some people crumpled to the ground, others were running as fast

Qeios, CC-BY 4.0   ·   Article, January 19, 2024

Qeios ID: 32WFAB   ·   https://doi.org/10.32388/32WFAB 15/26



as they could. I didn't really, you know, I was like ‘what is going on?’. (Greg)

Similarly, Rory stated that he did not run immediately. Instead, even when he saw a woman with blood on her face he

wanted more information:

I walked out and this woman was just sort of running at me and she had blood on her face, so I think she’d fallen

over in the malaise. And she just said ‘run’ and then I said ‘what was going on?’ because people started coming

up behind her and they're like ‘oh ISIS is down, there’s an ISIS attack.’ (Rory)

Two other interviewees said they saw several instances of other people running before they concluded that they should

themselves run because a terrorist incident was occurring. These examples suggest that acceptance of the presence of a

hostile threat and joining in with the flight (or hiding) was not immediate, but rather involved initial hesitation, information

seeking, and consideration of further pieces of evidence.

3. To what extent was public behaviour coordinated, cooperative and supportive, and why?

Just as the triangulated account of the event suggests that there was a wide variety of behaviour exhibited by members of

the public, interviewees reported witnessing a diversity of behaviour. Thus Greg referred it to as a ‘spectrum’. Other

interviewees reported seeing others looking around, filming, not moving, and information-seeking, as well as running,

walking, and carrying on as normal. The notion that behaviour was diverse or on a ‘spectrum’ might suggest a low level of

coordination in the crowd (though see Au-Yeung et al., 2023). This relatively low level of coordination can be analysed at

two levels. First, the wide variety of behaviours suggests that many people were not co-acting with others. Second, there

is the question of the extent of cooperative and supportive vs competitive behaviours. Before analysing the extent of

reported cooperation and support and why this occurred, we briefly examine the behaviours which were reported as

predominating. (More detail on the full range of behaviours can be found in the full triangulated account in the OSF folder).

Running and hiding

Accounts of running and hiding were among the most commonly reported behaviours, both engaged in and witnessed.

Twenty (51%) of our interviewees reported that they ran (including most of those who said they interpreted the sight of

crowds running as indicating a hostile threat). Other interviewees said they walked away, some briskly, while many were

already inside premises, and one (Noah) said he simply ignored the incident. Despite some mass media accounts

characterising the Oxford Street false alarm incident as a ‘stampede’ (e.g., Mills, 2017; Reynolds & Pilditch, 2017), which

suggests a single homogenous fleeing crowd, both the triangulated account and the interviews suggest that most

instances of collective running were in waves with fairly small crowds.

Fourteen interviewees (36%) said they hid. Most hiding involved moving off the streets into various premises. However,

many were already inside and sought further safety, moving to basements, staff rooms, and locked areas. Interviewees

largely reported seeking shelter in shops of their own accord. However, the police were also instructing people to seek
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shelter (both in person and via Twitter). These instructions were reinforced by shop workers facilitating hiding:

We were told to [hide], and also, as well, your first instinct is to hide, hide away from whatever the threat is, didn't

think it was a bomb scare, I thought it was a shooter or a van mowing people down, so, people were running into

the nearest shops, but they were being directed to, both by the police and by the shop, people who worked in the

shops, who were saying, ‘come in! come in!’ (Grace)

Offers from shop staff to hide people seeking shelter was just one form of supportive behaviour people reported during the

incident.

Cooperative and supportive behaviour

Many instances of supportive behaviour were reported. Several interviewees (Ramone, Arthur, Greg) said they tried to

help people in the streets before they saw the emergency services arrive, by offering medical assistance or directions to

distressed tourists. Others reported witnessing helping behaviour within running crowds, particularly when someone fell

(Arthur, Carrie). However, many examples of supportive behaviour were reported where people sheltered.

Shop staff deciding who to shelter had difficult decisions to make based on their knowledge of previous terror attacks.

Thus Kai said he and his colleagues sheltered people, despite perceiving risks to themselves and others:

we were by the door and my initial thing was where I'd seen previous like terror attacks and things like that, that's

what that's what it was like, and um and we weren't sure obviously, who we were letting in and we didn't want to let

anyone just run into the store [] because we’ve seen obviously like what happened in London Bridge and in other

places where people like are running in and with knives and whatnot so err [] it was a bit surreal (Kai)

Once inside, Kai reports, distressed people were comforted, and resources, (including phones, food and drink, and

information) were shared.

Competitive behaviour

The full triangulated account identified a number of reports of pushing and some of the video footage (for example inside

Bond Street tube station) shows chaotic and competitive evacuation behaviours, including pushing. Some interviewees

likewise reported competitive behaviour. This included a fear of someone being trampled (Ken, Grace, Oscar) or reporting

someone else being trampled (Jeremy). Six of our interviewees mentioned pushing, especially at doorways, where

crowds were trying to enter or leave (Penny, Liang).

A fragmented experience across the crowd

In previous research showing relatively high levels of cooperation across an evacuating crowd, this has been associated
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with an experience of common fate, which has been the basis of a new common identity (e.g., Drury et al., 2009a, 2009b).

An notable feature of the Oxford Street interview accounts was the variety of different experiences. While there was a

common understanding of the recent context of terrorist threat, experiences on the day were varied.

The large number of different premises sheltering people, and the lack of communication, were among the factors that

seemed to contribute to a fragmented experience across the crowd. Among our interviewees, three of those already in

shops did not witness crowd flight directly (so did not join in), others saw crowds rush into premises they were already in,

some reported remaining hiding for hours, while for others hiding was a brief experience. Thus, there was no shared

perception of what and where the threat was, and the threat signals people perceived depended upon where and when

people were positioned. For example, video footage shows some people running the wrong way towards Oxford Circus,

rather than away, and then being directed back, whereas others fled in the opposite direction. The unseen, unconfirmed

nature of the supposed attacker meant that other members of the public themselves could be the threat. In short, there

was little evidence of a sense of common fate across the crowd.

We did not ask people directly about shared identity. However, there were a number of spontaneous references to feeling

part of a group with strangers. All of these came with reference to the pockets of supportive behaviour reported in those

locations such as shop basements where people were grouped together as one and seemed to share a common (and

positive) experience with strangers:

It was actually … quite nice, people were being quite friendly. I had a really long conversation with some complete

random stranger. … it felt like we kind of clustered into groups, the people that were panicking, the people that

were just chilling, and the people that were just like, we're here, we might as well get to know each other. (Akira)

Discussion

Given that people often discount signs of an emergency (Kinsey et al., 2019), collective false alarms warrant an

explanation. Our analysis of interviews with 39 people present at the November 2017 Oxford Street collective false alarm,

in combination with our detailed triangulated account of events, provides some support for a new explanation covering

each aspect of such incidents.

In relation to the causes of (mis) perception, as expected nearly all of the interviewees, including three of the four who

said they heard ‘gunshots’, said they were very aware of recent genuine terrorist incidents. Moreover, all of the examples

of recent terrorist attacks that interviewees spontaneously mentioned were Islamist-inspired attacks (rather than the far-

right ones occurring in the same period). Awareness of recent genuine terrorist attacks also seemed to be a reason for

interviewees’ readiness to interpret others’ fear reactions as caused by an ongoing terrorist incident. This pattern of

findings is consistent with the notion, based on signal detection theory (e.g., Wormwood et al., 2016) and social identity

research (e.g., Kellezi & Reicher, 2012), that a recent context of terrorist attacks seen as collectively self-relevant can

lower the threshold for interpreting ambiguous signals as signs of hostile threat, particularly when the perceived cost of a
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false negative is high.

Most of our interviewees, like most people present on the day, did not hear the ‘gunshots’ but rather responded to the fear

and flight responses they witnessed in others, as well as other information: this was how behaviour spread beyond Oxford

Circus. The pattern of interview responses – inferring how to feel from others’ emotional reactions – appears to evidence a

social appraisal process (cf. Manstead & Fischer, 2001). But, as mentioned, participants’ awareness of the context of

recent terrorist threats provided a framing for their observations of fear in others. Participants said they also drew

inferences for their own emotion and action from the urgent actions and demeanour of police, but without in this case

emulating them, a pattern which again is more like a social appraisal process than contagion.

Our triangulated account and our interviews both suggested that the public exhibited a wide variety of behaviour during

the collective false alarm on Oxford Street. There was some antisocial behaviour – including pushing and even trampling –

but it did not predominate or spread. The pejorative and pathologizing characterization of the event as a ‘stampede’ (e.g.,

Mills, 2017; Reynolds & Pilditch, 2017), suggesting impulsive mass flight, seems unwarranted. The triangulated account

suggests that those locations where more pushing or other competitive behaviour was reported or observed included

some of the shops as people were trying to get in or escape, and the escalators in Bond Street station. This is in line with

the observation made at past (genuine) emergency evacuations that it tends to be the narrow pinch-points in an

evacuation route where greater competitive behaviour occurs (Bartolucci et al., 2021; Chertkoff & Kushigian, 1999).

Cooperative behaviour was sporadic. Overall, the event did not demonstrate the same levels of support, cooperation, and

coordination amongst those affected as seen at some genuine terrorist events that have been investigated (e.g.,

Bernadini & Quigiliarni 2021; Dezecache et al., 2021; Drury et al., 2009b; Proulx & Fahy, 2003). For many people, it

seems, the Oxford Street false alarm was a deeply distressing experience, and they did not feel supported by others. An

obvious difference between the Oxford Street false alarm and many of the genuine terrorist attacks (and indeed many

other emergencies) that have been researched previously is that in the latter there is evidence of a common experience in

relation to the threat – a sense of common fate – whereas in Oxford Street there was a notable lack of shared

understanding across the crowd about the location and nature of the threat. The initial incident in the Oxford Circus

underground station was followed by perceived threats at street level, in shops, in the Bond Street tube station and

spread unevenly over a fairly large geographical area. The very absence of a visible source of threat increased

uncertainty over who, what, and where was dangerous. As such, there was a highly fragmented experience across the

crowd. Correspondingly, there was little evidence of a sense of ‘we-ness’ or shared identity across the Oxford Street

crowd as a whole, which is an established source of cooperative and supportive behaviour in emergency crowds (Drury,

2018). What evidence there was occurred in relation to situations where smaller groups within the crowd found

themselves thrust together (for example hiding in shop basements).

Contributions to theory and policy

Overall, the contribution of this study is a new explanation of collective false alarm incidents that goes beyond the

assumptions of mental frailty that underlie the main alternatives (mass panic, bias, contagion). It serves to restore
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meaning to incidents previously seen as an anomaly, instead embedding them firmly alongside other examples of social

cognitive and collective behaviour. Moreover, the similarities between the Oxford Street false alarm and many others (Barr

et al., 2022) – including also many perceived shooter incidents in the USA – means that the explanation provided here

likely applies to these other incidents as well.

On one level, in focusing on understanding participants’ subjective experiences, the analysis is distinct from both ‘panic’

and ‘bias’ accounts, each of which attempt to compare perception/cognition with an ‘objective’ ideal judgement (hence

‘irrationality’). But on another level, the present analysis is consistent with the view that the high level of vigilance in the

crowd in Oxford Street was to some extent calibrated to the actual level of threat (cf. Barr et al., 2022, 2023). At the time

of the November 2017 false alarm, the UK National threat level was at its highest – ‘critical’, meaning an attack is likely in

the near future. The (mis) perception was not random or arbitrary; it formed a pattern of collective false alarms in the

2010s, which could be predicted by the number of casualties in recent Islamist-inspired attacks across Europe (Barr et al.,

2022). As Loewenstein and Mather (1990) argue, whereas public concern bears little relationship to variations in the

severity of threat for some types of risk, for other types of risk, perception and reality are proportionately related.

In addition, even though the Oxford Street false alarm was widely depicted as precipitate and hasty (e.g., Davies, 2020;

Hyatt, 2017; Siddique, 2017), many of our interviewees described how they initially hesitated and sought further

information before deciding that there was a terrorist attack happening and acting. Therefore, initial perceptual judgements

in this false alarm seemed to have much in common with patterns of response in real emergencies where there is often a

period of discounting and information-seeking (e.g., Kinsey et al., 2019; Mikami & Ikeda, 1985; Quarantelli, 1980).

As well as these contributions to theory, the present study has implications for policy. Given that our evidence suggests

that a heightened level of vigilance can increase the likelihood of collective false alarms, a question might be raised about

the wisdom of campaigns to raise public vigilance (such as ‘Run, Hide, Tell’; Pearce et al., 2019). Whether a false alarm is

‘too costly’ and whether there are ‘too many’ false alarms is a judgement call to be made by those whose role it is to

prevent public complacency when risk levels are high. Our own analysis suggests much of what was problematic on

Oxford Street that day (in particular the relatively low levels of coordination, cooperation and support, and high levels of

distress, in the public) was due to the indeterminacy of the perceived threat – not necessarily the fact that it was a false

alarm per se. Given also that the alternative – i.e., concealing threat information from the public – can damage trust

(Wessely, 2005), a recommendation from this research is to continue to make the public aware, and to inform the public

about the nature of hostile threats (cf. Mowbray et al., 2023; Pearce et al., 2019).

Strengths and weaknesses

The evidence found for the identity-relevance of threat is not direct or strong. Participants didn’t use ‘we’-language in

relation to the presumed attackers. Therefore, in terms of the existing evidence it might be more accurate to say that

interviewees saw the (Islamist-inspired) indiscriminate attacks as relevant because these could affect 'anyone' (especially

in central London), whereas the far-right attacks were discounted as not relevant to ‘us’ (in central London). In addition, it

is possible that interviewees may have referred to Islamist-inspired rather than far-right attacks not because they saw the
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far-right attacks as less relevant to themselves but rather because there were more of the Islamist-inspired attacks in the

previous 12 months and because the news media covered the latter more extensively (von Sikorski et al., 2021; cf.

Johnson & Tversky, 1983). However, the fact that some of our interviewees cited personal experience of previous terrorist

attacks suggests that people might not have relied solely on recent media coverage for their lowered threshold for

perceiving a threat.

Social media activity has been associated with the Oxford Street incident and other similar events, and might be offered

as an explanation for the spread of behaviour. Eriksson Krutrök and Lindgren (2022) report that tweeting activity increased

suddenly and dramatically following the first report on the evacuation of Oxford Circus tube station in November 2017.

However, it is not clear how many people actually in Oxford Street at the time are included in the numbers of people

counted as tweeting, retweeting, or viewing tweets. Certainly, some of our interviewees consulted Twitter, but others

couldn’t get a signal on their phones and so were unable to check social media for periods during the incident.

Clearly interviewees would have an interest in presenting their own decision-making and behaviour as rational and

reasonable post hoc. However, their pattern of responses often closely matched the relevant sections of the triangulated

account of events (such as the section on behaviour to others, where accountability concerns might be most acute).

Moreover, the sheer volume and variety of data collected, including a substantial amount of contemporaneous material

(including many videos), gives us confidence in that triangulated account. Although the interview sample comprised

whoever came forward, and therefore there were many people who may have had very different experiences on Oxford

Street that day, a strength was the fact that we recruited from multiple sources and included a range of people, both UK

tourists as well as people working in London, and some non-UK visitors.

The present case study evidence needs to be complemented by evidence from other kinds of research design. This could

include experimental studies using virtual reality simulations (Templeton et al., 2023) with different threat scenarios. These

experimental studies could enable greater control over important factors such as media coverage and the perceived

identity of attackers and attacked, which the present study could not disentangle.

Conclusions

Our study of a collective false alarm provides some evidence that awareness of a recent historical context of self-relevant

hostile threats can lower the threshold for perceiving a signal as a sign of terrorist threat. In this state of heightened

vigilance, social appraisal appears to play a significant role in the spread of fear and behaviour beyond the initial incident.

As at similar false alarm incidents (Barr et al., 2022), those caught up displayed a range of behaviour. The sporadic nature

of cooperative behaviour was likely due to the fragmented experience across the crowd which did not enable a shared

identity to develop. Beyond the specifics of the Oxford Street incident, this case study therefore contributes to a broader

understanding of human behaviour in collective crises as not mentally weak and fragile but rather meaningfully and

systematically related to its historical and social context.
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Footnotes

1 Westminster Bridge (22nd March), Manchester Arena (22nd May), London Bridge (3rd June), Finsbury Park (19th June),

and Parsons Green (15th September).

2 A series of coordinated attacks in Paris on 13th November 2015, involving both guns and suicide bombers, killed 130

people and left many more wounded. See https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-34818994

3 The far-right incidents included the 2017 vehicle attack on Finsbury Park mosque, London, plus a number of attacks in

mainland Europe.

4 On July 7th 2005, four suicide bombers on London tube trains and a bus killed 56 people and injured many more. See

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-33253598

References

Associated Press. (2019, May 17). Italian court convicts 4 for deadly Turin soccer stampede.

https://apnews.com/general-news-608ddef3a9364e3ea4fe09b6d44ae8d4

Atwood, L. E., & Major, A. M. (2000). Optimism, pessimism, and communication behavior in response to an earthquake

prediction. Public Understanding of Science, 9(4), 417-432.

Au-Yeung, T., Philpot, R., Stott, C., Radburn, M., & Drury, J. (2023). Spontaneous public response to a marauding

knife attack on the London Underground: Sociality, coordination and a repertoire of actions evidenced by CCTV

footage. British Journal of Social Psychology https://doi.org/10.1111/bjso.12703

Ball, R., Stott, C., Drury, J., Neville, F., Reicher, S., & Choudhury, S. (2019). Who controls the city? A micro-historical

case study of the spread of rioting across North London in August 2011. City, 23(4-5), 483-504.

https://doi.org/10.1080/13604813.2019.1685283

Bartholomew, R. E. (2016). The Paris terror attacks, mental health and the spectre of fear. Journal of the Royal Society

Qeios, CC-BY 4.0   ·   Article, January 19, 2024

Qeios ID: 32WFAB   ·   https://doi.org/10.32388/32WFAB 22/26

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-34818994
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-33253598
https://apnews.com/general-news-608ddef3a9364e3ea4fe09b6d44ae8d4
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjso.12703
https://doi.org/10.1080/13604813.2019.1685283


of Medicine, 109(1), 4-5. https://doi.org/10.1177/0141076815625070

Barr, D., Drury. J., & Choudhury, S. (2022). Understanding collective flight responses to (mis) perceived hostile threats

in Britain 2010-2019: A systematic review of ten years of false alarms in crowded spaces. Journal of Risk Research,

25(7), 825-843. https://doi.org/10.1080/13669877.2022.2049622

Barr, D., Drury, J., Butler, T., Choudhury, S. & Neville, F. (2023). Beyond ‘stampedes’: Towards a new psychology of

crowd crush disasters. British Journal of Social Psychology https://doi.org/10.1111/bjso.12666

Bartolucci, A., Casareale, C., & Drury, J. (2021). Cooperative and competitive behaviour among passengers during the

Costa Concordia disaster. Safety Science, 134. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssci.2020.105055

Bernardini, G., & Quagliarini, E. (2021). Terrorist acts and pedestrians’ behaviours: First insights on European contexts

for evacuation modelling. Safety Science, 143, 105405.

BNO News (2017, June 3). Panic erupts during Champions League viewing in Italy, injuring 1,500.

https://bnonews.com/index.php/2017/06/panic-erupts-during-champions-league-viewing-in-italy-injuring-1500/

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3(2), 77-

101.

Bruder, M., Fischer, F., & Manstead, A. S. R. (2014). Social appraisal as cause of collective emotions. In C. von

Scheve & M. Salmela (Eds.), Collective emotions: Perspectives from psychology, philosophy, and sociology (pp.141-

155). Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.

Chertkoff, J. M. & Kushigian, R. H. (1999). Don’t panic: The psychology of emergency egress and ingress. Westport,

CT: Praeger.

Cracco, E. & Brass, M. (2018). The role of sensorimotor processes in social group contagion. Cognitive Psychology,

103, 23-41. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cogpsych.2018.02.001

Davies, W. (2020). On the madness of crowds in the global age of terror. Literary Hub. https://lithub.com/on-the-

madness-of-crowds-in-the-global-age-of-terror/

Del Rosario, A. (2023, March 9). Stampede at GloRilla concert claims third victim as officials shut down venue. Los

Angeles Times. https://www.latimes.com/entertainment-arts/story/2023-03-09/glorilla-concert-three-dead-crowd-surge-

death-toll

Dezecache, G., Martin, J-R., Tessier, C., Safra, L., Pitron, V., Nuss, P., & Grèzes, J. (2021) Nature and determinants of

social actions during a mass shooting. PLoS One 16(12): e0260392. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0260392

Donald, I., & Canter, D. (1992). Intentionality and fatality during the King’s Cross underground fire. European Journal of

Social Psychology, 22, 203-218. DOI: 10.1002/ejsp.2420220302

Drury, J. (2018). The role of social identity processes in mass emergency behaviour: An integrative review. European

Review of Social Psychology, 29(1), 38-81. https://doi.org/10.1080/10463283.2018.1471948 

Drury, J., Carter, H., Cocking, C., Ntontis, E., Tekin Guven, S., & Amlôt, R. (2019). Facilitating collective psychosocial

resilience in the public in emergencies: Twelve recommendations based on the social identity approach. Frontiers in

Public Health, 7(141) doi: 10.3389/fpubh.2019.00141

Drury, J., Cocking, C., & Reicher, S. (2009a). Everyone for themselves? A comparative study of crowd solidarity

among emergency survivors. British Journal of Social Psychology, 48, 487-506. DOI:10.1348/014466608X357893

Qeios, CC-BY 4.0   ·   Article, January 19, 2024

Qeios ID: 32WFAB   ·   https://doi.org/10.32388/32WFAB 23/26

https://doi.org/10.1177/0141076815625070
https://doi.org/10.1080/13669877.2022.2049622
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjso.12666
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssci.2020.105055
https://bnonews.com/index.php/2017/06/panic-erupts-during-champions-league-viewing-in-italy-injuring-1500/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cogpsych.2018.02.001
https://lithub.com/on-the-madness-of-crowds-in-the-global-age-of-terror/
https://www.latimes.com/entertainment-arts/story/2023-03-09/glorilla-concert-three-dead-crowd-surge-death-toll
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0260392
https://doi.org/10.1080/10463283.2018.1471948


Drury, J., Cocking, C., & Reicher, S. (2009b). The nature of collective resilience: Survivor reactions to the 2005 London

bombings. International Journal of Mass Emergencies and Disasters, 27(1), 66-95.

https://doi.org/10.1177/0280727009027001

Eriksson Krutrök, M., & Lindgren, S. (2022). Social media amplification loops and false alarms: Towards a

Sociotechnical understanding of misinformation during emergencies. The Communication Review, 25(2), 81-95.

Eyewitness News (2023, May 30). False report of shooting at Ontario Mills mall prompts police response. Eyewitness

News. https://abc7.com/ontario-mills-mall-false-active-shooter-report-hoax-shooting-opd/13316665/

Gelinas, L., Pierce, R., Winkler, S., Cohen, I. G., Lynch, H. F., & Bierer, B. E. (2017) Using social media as a research

recruitment tool: Ethical issues and recommendations. American Journal of Bioethics, 17(3), 3-14. doi:

10.1080/15265161.2016.1276644

Goh, P. (2022). The effects of perceptions of a malicious intent to harm on victims' prosocial intentions during a crisis.

[Unpublished PhD thesis.] Nanyang Technical University, Singapore.

Hyatt, E. (2017, November 25). Tube panic: What happened at the Oxford Circus station incident, was it a shooting

and what’s the latest news? The Sun www.thesun.co.uk/news/4993941/oxford-circus-station-incident-shooting-fight-

news/

Johnson, E. J., & Tversky, A. (1983). Affect, generalization, and the perception of risk. Journal of Personality and

Social Psychology, 45(1), 20-31. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.45.1.20

Kellezi, B., & Reicher, S. (2012). Social cure or social curse? The psychological impact of extreme events during the

Kosovo conflict. In J. Jetten, C. Haslam, & SA Haslam (Eds.), The social cure: Identity, health, and wellbeing (pp. 217-

233). Hove, UK: Psychology Press.

KentOnline. (2018, November 4). Shoppers run from Bluewater shopping centre after 'loud bang' heard. KentOnline.

https://www.kentonline.co.uk/dartford/news/shoppers-run-from-bluewater-after-loud-bang-heard-192768/

Kinsey, M. J., Gwynne, S. M. V., Kuligowski, E. D., & Kinateder, M. (2019). Cognitive biases within decision making

during fire evacuations. Fire Technology, 55, 465-485. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10694-018-0708-0

Kroenke, K., & Spitzer, R. L. (2002). The PHQ-9: A new depression diagnostic and severity measure. Psychiatric

Annals, 32(9), 509-515. https://doi.org/10.3928/0048-5713-20020901-06

Le Bon, G. (1965). The crowd: A study of the popular mind. Dunwoody, GA: Norman S. Berg. (Original work published

1895)

Lindell, M. K., & Perry, R. W. (2012). The protective action decision model: Theoretical modifications and additional

evidence. Risk Analysis: An International Journal, 32(4), 616-632. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1539-6924.2011.01647.x

Loewenstein, G., & Mather, J. (1990). Dynamic processes in risk perception. Journal of Risk and Uncertainty 3, 155–

175. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00056370

Manstead, A. S. R., & Fischer, A. H. (2001). Social appraisal: The social world as object of and influence on appraisal

processes. In K. R. Scherer, A. Schorr, & T. Johnstone (Eds.), Appraisal processes in emotion (pp. 221-232). New

York: Oxford University Press.

McDougall, W. (1920). The group mind. New York: G.P. Putnam's Sons.

Metropolitan Police [@metpoliceuk]. (2017a, November 24). At about 16:38 we started to receive numerous 999 calls

Qeios, CC-BY 4.0   ·   Article, January 19, 2024

Qeios ID: 32WFAB   ·   https://doi.org/10.32388/32WFAB 24/26

https://doi.org/10.1177/0280727009027001
https://abc7.com/ontario-mills-mall-false-active-shooter-report-hoax-shooting-opd/13316665/
http://www.thesun.co.uk/news/4993941/oxford-circus-station-incident-shooting-fight-news/
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.45.1.20
https://www.kentonline.co.uk/dartford/news/shoppers-run-from-bluewater-after-loud-bang-heard-192768/
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10694-018-0708-0
https://doi.org/10.3928/0048-5713-20020901-06
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1539-6924.2011.01647.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00056370


reporting shots fired in a number of locations on #OxfordStreet & at Oxford Circus tube station. Given the nature of the

info received we responded as if the incident was terrorism, including the deployment of armed officers [Post]. X

https://twitter.com/metpoliceuk/status/934120860943831041

Metropolitan Police [@metpoliceuk]. (2017b, November 24). Our response on #OxfordStreet has now been stood

down. If you sought shelter in a building please now leave, and follow the direction of police officers on the ground if

you need assistance [Post] X https://twitter.com/metpoliceuk/status/934120470202462209

Mikami, S., & Ikeda, K. (1985). Human response to disasters. International Journal of Mass Emergencies & Disasters,

3(1), 107-132. https://doi.org/10.1177/028072708500300107

Milgram, S., & Toch, H. (1969). Collective behavior: Crowds and social movements. In G. Lindzey & E. Aronson (Eds.),

The handbook of social psychology (2nd ed., Vol. 4, pp. 507–610). Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley.

Mills, J. (2017, September 25). Stampede shoppers ‘spooked by Murs’. Sun.

Mowbray, F., Mills, F., Symons, C., Amlôt, R., & Rubin, G. J. (2023). A systematic review of the use of mobile alerting

to inform the public about emergencies and the factors that influence the public response. https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-

5973.12499

Mundt, J. C., Marks, I. M., Shear, M. K., & Greist, J. M. (2002). The Work and Social Adjustment Scale: a simple

measure of impairment in functioning. British Journal of Psychiatry, 180(5), 461-464.

https://doi.org/10.1192/bjp.180.5.461

NBCMiami (2023, March 25). Multiple injured after panic causes stampede at Miami-Dade County Youth Fair.

NBCMiami https://www.nbcmiami.com/news/local/stampede-causes-chaos-at-miami-dade-county-youth-fair/3001453/

Neville, F. G., Drury, J., Reicher, S., Choudhury, S., Stott, C., Ball, R., & Richardson, D. C. (2020). Self-categorization

as a basis of behavioural mimicry: Experiments in The Hive. PloS ONE 15(10): e0241227.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal. pone.0241227

Parkinson, B. (2019). Heart to heart. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.

Pearce, J. M., Lindekilde, L., Parker, D., & Rogers, M. B. (2019). Communicating with the public about marauding

terrorist firearms attacks: Results from a survey experiment on factors influencing intention to “run, hide, tell” in the

United Kingdom and Denmark. Risk Analysis, 39(8), 1675-1694.

Philpot, R., & Levine, M. (2022). Evacuation behavior in a subway train emergency: A video-based analysis.

Environment and Behavior, 54(2), 383-411.

Proulx, G. (2007). Response to fire alarms. Fire Protection Engineering, 33, 8.

Proulx, G. & Fahy, R. F. (2003). Evacuation of the World Trade Center: What went right? Proceedings of the CIB-

CTBUH International Conference on Tall Buildings, Oct. 20-23, Malaysia, pp. 27-34.

Quarantelli, E. (1980). Evacuation behavior and problems: Findings and implications from the research literature.

Disaster Research Center. https://udspace.udel.edu/bitstreams/57ad9040-0c4b-4e95-b8d1-518c5deb17bf/download

Quarantelli, E. L. (2001). Panic, sociology of. In N. J. Smelser & P. B. Baltes (Eds.), International encyclopedia of the

social and behavioural sciences (pp. 11020 - 11023). New York: Pergamon Press.

Reynolds, M., & Pilditch, D. (2017, November 25). Black Friday stampede as shoppers flee in gun panic. Express.

Ross, E. A. (1908). Social psychology: An outline and source book. New York: Macmillan.

Qeios, CC-BY 4.0   ·   Article, January 19, 2024

Qeios ID: 32WFAB   ·   https://doi.org/10.32388/32WFAB 25/26

https://twitter.com/metpoliceuk/status/934120860943831041
https://twitter.com/metpoliceuk/status/934120470202462209
https://doi.org/10.1177/028072708500300107
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-5973.12499
https://doi.org/10.1192/bjp.180.5.461
https://www.nbcmiami.com/news/local/stampede-causes-chaos-at-miami-dade-county-youth-fair/3001453/
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal
https://udspace.udel.edu/bitstreams/57ad9040-0c4b-4e95-b8d1-518c5deb17bf/download


Siddique, H. (2017, November 24). Oxford Circus: police stood down after incident in central London – as it happened.

Guardian. https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/live/2017/nov/24/oxford-circus-police-london-tube-gunshots-live

Sime, J. D. (1990). The concept of “panic”. In D. Canter (Ed.), Fires and human behaviour (2nd ed., pp. 63-81).

London: David Fulton.

Smelser, N. J. (1962). Theory of collective behaviour. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul.

Spears, R. (2010). Group rationale, collective sense: Beyond intergroup bias. British Journal of Social Psychology,

49(1), 1-20.

Spitzer, R. L., Kroenke, K., Williams, J. B. W., & Lowe, B. (2006). A brief measure for assessing generalized anxiety

disorder: The GAD-7. Archives of Internal Medicine, 166(10), 1093-1097. doi:10.1001/archinte.166.10.1092

Templeton, A., Telga, M., Ronchi, E., Neville, F. G., Reicher, S., & Drury, J. (2023). Understanding crowd responses to

perceived hostile threats: An innovative multidisciplinary approach. PsyArXiv https://osf.io/preprints/psyarxiv/un29x/

Van Der Schalk, J., Fischer, A., Doosje, B., Wigboldus, D., Hawk, S., Rotteveel, M., & Hess, U. (2011). Convergent and

divergent responses to emotional displays of ingroup and outgroup. Emotion, 11(2), 286-298.

Von Sikorski, C., Matthes, J., & Schmuck, D. (2021). The Islamic State in the news: Journalistic differentiation of

Islamist terrorism from Islam, terror news proximity, and Islamophobic attitudes. Communication Research, 48(2), 203-

232.

Wessely S. (2005). Editorial: don't panic! Short and long term psychological reactions to the new terrorism: The role of

information and the authorities. Journal of Mental Health, 14, 1–6. doi: 10.1080/09638230500048099

Wormwood, J. B., Lynn, S. K., Barrett, L. F., & Quigley, K. S. (2016). Threat perception after the Boston Marathon

bombings: The effects of personal relevance and conceptual framing. Cognition and Emotion, 30(3), 539-549.

https://doi.org/10.1080/02699931.2015.1010487

York, C. (2018, December 26). Mass panic at Westfield shopping centre as police operation sparks chaos. Huffpost.

https://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/entry/westfield-shopping-centre-evacuation_uk_5c23d451e4b05c88b6fd2998

Qeios, CC-BY 4.0   ·   Article, January 19, 2024

Qeios ID: 32WFAB   ·   https://doi.org/10.32388/32WFAB 26/26

https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/live/2017/nov/24/oxford-circus-police-london-tube-gunshots-live
https://osf.io/preprints/psyarxiv/un29x/
https://doi.org/10.1080/02699931.2015.1010487
https://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/entry/westfield-shopping-centre-evacuation_uk_5c23d451e4b05c88b6fd2998

	Explaining a Collective False Alarm: Context and Cognition in the Oxford Street Crowd Flight Incident
	Abstract
	Explaining a Collective False Alarm: Context and Cognition in the Oxford Street Crowd Flight Incident
	Collective false alarms: What needs to be explained?
	Towards a model of collective false alarm flight incidents
	The present study

	Method
	Triangulated narrative account
	Interview study
	Participants
	Interview schedule
	Analytic procedure

	Data availability statement
	Overview of the ‘Black Friday’ 2017 Oxford Street false alarm incident

	Analysis
	1. Why did people interpret sounds and sights as signs of hostile threat?
	Shared awareness of terror threat
	Personal relevance
	Heightened vigilance
	Perceived identity of threat

	2. Why did fear and flight behaviour spread through the crowd?
	Seeing crowds running
	Police behaviour
	Cumulative evidence

	3. To what extent was public behaviour coordinated, cooperative and supportive, and why?
	Running and hiding
	Cooperative and supportive behaviour
	Competitive behaviour
	A fragmented experience across the crowd


	Discussion
	Contributions to theory and policy
	Strengths and weaknesses

	Conclusions
	Statements and Declarations
	Conflict of interest
	Acknowledgements

	Footnotes
	References


