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5	 The Importance of Gisborne

The Gisborne earthquake was exciting for us because it was the same magnitude as one of our simulations 
and it gave us an opportunity to validate the findings from our Wellington survey. We surveyed 1,000 
random households in Gisborne (43.8% response rate) on the 2nd and 3rd of April 2008. There were two key 
differences between our simulation and the Gisborne earthquake: the time of the event and the population 
affected. Our scenario occurred at 9.10am, but the Gisborne event happened at night. Gisborne is also a 
much smaller city: one-tenth the size of Wellington, and as a result they have different road infrastructure 
and different types of commuting patterns. 

We didn’t have to use a CAPI survey because people had already experienced the event so there was no 
need for us to go up there with our computers and try to work out all their travel patterns. Instead, we gave 
them some maps and we asked what they did, where they went, why they went there, and how they got 
there (Figure 11). 

5.1	 Gisborne Findings

We found that:

»» 43% took cover, 25% tried to but couldn’t, and around 20% didn’t think they needed to;

»» Around 70% of people reported that ‘others’ were observed to panic, 14% reported ‘severe panic’ in 
other people; and,

»» News reports suggested difficulties with traffic congestion.

We stopped asking people if they panicked because people are unlikely to admit to that. However, 70% of 
people said that other people panicked, and 14% of them said it was severe panic. This is interesting because 
there is a very long literature in the social sciences that says this doesn’t happen, but in what context does it 
not happen? Maybe people panic for a brief period of time and it is observable. Maybe we should examine 
this more, particularly the structure of that panic, because it might be that until people actually realise they 
are in a certain situation, i.e. that the earthquake event is over and they are safe, they are in a panicked state 
and it is observable. 

Figure 11: Post Event Survey Method
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The majority (84%) of people were at home as the event occurred at night. Despite this, over a third (37%) 
travelled immediately. That is a huge number of people in Gisborne dumping onto the streets. These people 
didn’t just go walking around to their neighbour’s place. The purposes of their trips are shown in Figure 12. A 
fairly large number of people (about 28%) went to assess property, while only 7.7% of people sought higher 
ground. If there was a tsunami, this would be a massive problem because they are all going to see their 
friends and they are going in their cars (Figure 13). 

About 10-12% of people had good detailed emergency travel plans. In Wellington we found that this had 
an influence on whether they would travel or not, but this was not the case in Gisborne – they still hopped 
in their cars.

People were five times more likely to travel if they were not at home at the time of the event. In Figure 14 
you can see that the number of cars on the road following the earthquake exceeded the traffic peak on a 
normal week day. The event caused substantial travel, with the median departure time at 9.20pm and 85% 
of people travelling before 10pm.

Figure 12: Trip Purpose Following the Gisborne Earthquake Figure 13: Mode of Travel Following the Gisborne Earthquake

Figure 14: Travel Following the Gisborne Earthquake



25How and Why Earthquakes Induce People to Travel About   |

6	 Implications

The Gisborne earthquake was an interesting event. It was not the biggest earthquake that ever happened, 
nor did it cause the most damage. However, it provided an opportunity for us to study travel patterns and 
validate our previous research. The correspondence between our research in Wellington and people’s actual 
behaviour following the Gisborne earthquake are shown in Table 2. As you can see, there is considerable 
correspondence between the behaviour we modelled, and actual behaviour following the Gisborne 
earthquake.

There is strong correlation in the travel behaviour of people at home when the event occurred. It is 
particularly interesting that people hop in their cars and go and see other people when their trip lengths are 
only about 4km. They could walk but they don’t; they take their car. The big difference in Wellington is that 
more people indicated they would walk, with only 40% intending to take the car, but in the Gisborne case 
95% took the car. We can imagine how overwhelmed the Wellington road network would be if 95% of those 
that travelled did so in their cars.

It is apparent that people are intent on moving around after a hazard event. When we asked people whether 
road blocks and Police requests would stop them travelling they agreed that it would not. In terms of 
emergency management, these are options that we must consider to facilitate less traffic. It may be best to 
stagger the travel times, and I think this could be achieved with good information. Our findings may also 
facilitate better evacuation models for other types of events because this research gives us an insight into 
people’s basic decision making.

Wellington Region Simulation Actual Behaviour following the Gisborne earthquake

Magnitude 6.8 Magnitude 6.8

At 9:10am a significantly larger number of people at 
work, most (75%) travel home

At 8:55 pm most people (84%) were at home

23% choose to stay at work 17.5% choose to go to work

Of those at home, 38% travel, mostly to another 
residence

Of those at home, 37% of people travel, most go to a 
another residence

3 times more likely to travel if initially at work Around 5 times more likely to travel if at work

Most people recognised the need to walk, only 40% take 
the car

95% of trips were made by car, despite relatively short 
mean trip distances

To summarise our findings:

»» The CAPI simulation matched credibly with a real-world event; 

»» Hazard Scenarios can be used to predict post-event behaviours; 

»» People might be rational but the collective situation they create is not – technically it is a dilemma of 
the commons;

»» Post-event emergency management should try to facilitate the ‘moving about’, the need to get home, 
inspect property and businesses etc.; and,

»» Travel models (especially evacuation models) can benefit from a more sophisticated understanding of 
the decision-making underlying travel decisions and information seeking. 

Table 2: How the Wellington Simulation and Gisborne Behaviour Match
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7	 Questions

Tony Taylor:	
Tony Taylor, Victoria University. To what extent are you able to influence television and the radio reporters 
about the data relating to panic? I say this because my ears pricked up several times when the Tongan ferry 
went down and when the Samoa tsunami occurred and I heard journalists saying: “Did you panic?” “Were 
people panicking?” They are planting ideas about panic. They seem absolutely daft, irresponsible, building 
up the adrenalin that increases the media contact – quite irrational on their part.

Darren:	
I’d love to have control over the TV but I don’t. 

Tony Taylor:	
I think you’ve got to have it.

Darren:	
I think the point here is that conveying information, the right information in the right way at the right time, 
is a critical element to prevent those problems. Especially as the TV, as we know, is a huge influence on 
people’s behaviour.

Tony Taylor:	
I was under the impression that there was a contract between the news media in general and Ministers 
of Civil Defence and Emergency Management on this very point, and to that extent I wonder if any staff 
training has occurred?

Darren:	
Someone else will no doubt be able to respond to that.

Anon:	
Yes there is. There is a Ministry to Radio New Zealand contract about getting out messages. It’s not those 
types of messages. It’s probably not specific to the Gisborne situation.

Anon:	
It wouldn’t be the first thing I’d imagine that people would be thinking of at the time. That would be 
something that we’d need to take into account. We need to think about that as opposed to thinking about 
the management of the situation.

Kim Wright:	
Kim Wright, GNS Science. I’m really interested in the Wellington survey in particular as it was based on an 
earthquake at 9.10am in the morning and a lot of people said they would travel to another residence. Did 
travelling to schools to collect children come up as a major answer? Did you get any information about 
people saying they’d go to schools? 

Darren:	
Yes, we did ask, and you’re right, people do go to schools. The influence of travel to schools is described in 
our report. I can’t give you any important bits about that off the top of my head. People do go to schools. 
They trust schools to look after their children so they will go there and then they will return home. It’s an 
interesting trip and it’s one of many that we would record. I think the most interesting thing about that is 
the way they trust the school to care for their children, so there’s not such a sense of urgency as there is with 
other trips.
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Keith Gordon:	
Keith Gordon from Queensgate. Was the telephone system working when the earthquake happened and if 
it wasn’t working how much worse would those statistics be?

Darren:	
Can someone tell me? I know the power went out so therefore certain telephones won’t work, but I’m not 
sure about the cell phone network. I suspect it got overwhelmed.

Peter Higgs:	
The phones were out for about 20 minutes but texting was still available.

Darren:	
There you are. I think it was “meet at x place, let’s go”. We have studied information seeking and where people 
get their best information from, what they trust, and how that influences their travel behaviour. I don’t think 
we’ve got to the bottom of it because it would appear that despite getting good information, the sort of 
information that people normally receive, it’s not enough. What they’re seeking is something else and if they 
can’t get that then they will travel because the best information you get is with your own eyes and I think 
that’s why people rush out to see.

Andrew Palmer:	
Andrew Palmer, Terra Firma Engineering Ltd. What do the models tell us about when the infrastructure is 
sufficiently damaged that people cannot travel? For example, a big event here in Wellington would cause 
slips and road losses and what have you.

Darren:	
We’ve done some work on abandoned cars at slips because what you will do is attempt to hop in your 
car and drive to your destination and when you encounter some sort of impediment to that, what do you 
do? One of our researchers, Steve Lamb, has looked into this and he will tell you that they will abandon 
cars, which is going to create an even greater difficulty for those that have to manage that event. So, yes, 
damaged infrastructure is a big problem. Our models are based on a road network that is intact.

Denis Waters:	
Denis Waters from GeoScience Australia. One of the themes that you are talking about here is people 
travelling after an event and looking at things and checking out friends and that sort of stuff. Not so much 
evacuation because there is no need to get away from the area. I just want to reflect – not so much a 
question unless you can make a comment about it – in Australia we’ve now got a new way of warning 
people about bush fires. If it’s a catastrophic bush fire you leave and just recently they called the first of these 
Code Red bush fire warnings and people were told to go to school, pick up the kids and go back home. We 
need to know where the fire is coming from and where is it going, but we don’t know because there’s a hell 
of a lot of smoke. I don’t know if it’s going to be better than what we had in Hillsville and Marysvale and other 
places where we lost a lot of people. It’s going to be interesting and it’s a slightly different travel issue than 
the one that you’ve been talking about.

Darren:	
The end goal, the holy grail in all of this, is to know what information to give people to get them to do what 
you want them to do, rather than them deciding on their own to rush out of their homes. Our communities 
have changed – we don’t go and see our neighbours anymore, instead we go and see our friend 4 kilometres 
away and we do so in our car. I don’t know what the right information is to manage those things, but we 
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can experiment and learn lessons from different strategies and go from there. We are currently studying 
evacuation behaviours in terms of the information conveyed. If we give the right information, what will 
happen? 

Noel Evans:	
Noel Evans, Opus. With regards to the earthquake in Newcastle in Australia, I was speaking to a doctor 
there after the event about what he did after the event. He was involved in attending to some fatalities and 
afterwards he got in his car and started driving home. He was two-thirds of the way home before he realised 
there was nobody there, so he had to go back – an example of that blind panic/automatic response that 
puts more demand on the networks.
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