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ABSTRACT

The terrorist events of September 11, 2001 were fol-
lowed by a dramatic increase in public education and
information efforts to improve preparations for disas-
ters across our nation. Using the State of California
as a case study, this article provides an overview of
existing public education campaigns intended to
enhance readiness; identifies shortcomings in current
approaches; and presents a comprehensive public
readiness typology, the “Get Ready” Pyramid, a frame-
work organized along a continuum of cost, intended for
use by any individual or entity wishing to promote or
adopt readiness actions. Future research should evalu-
ate the framework’s utility and impact on behavior.

Key words: disaster, emergency, mitigation, pre-
paredness, readiness, information dissemination, pub-
lic education, recommendations

It is no surprise that the terrorist events of
September 11, 2001 were followed by a dramatic
increase in efforts to enhance public readiness for
disasters in the United States. Public education and
other means of information dissemination has been
the primary strategy used to accomplish this mission;
targeted audiences have included individuals, house-
holds, and the workplace. Programs have both revised
preexisting materials and developed new lists of
things that the public can do to get ready. This article
provides a brief overview of California earthquake-
centric public education campaigns intended to
enhance readiness; identifies shortcomings in current
approaches; and presents a comprehensive public
readiness typology that we believe, if adopted, would

enhance message consistency across programs and
result in increased public engagement in readiness
activities.

A wealth of disaster literature has shown that
planning, coordination, and communication are criti-
cal elements in disaster preparedness, response, and
recovery.1-6 Historically, disaster researchers trained
in the social sciences have been concerned with the
applicability of social theory to the study of disasters
and, in reverse, the contributions that disaster research
can make to the development of (primarily sociological)
theory focusing on knowledge, perceptions, and
behaviors. First responders, on the other hand, have
focused more attention on the emergency, disaster
medicine, and first aid components of disaster readi-
ness. Engineers have emphasized the role of structural
mitigation in furthering disaster readiness.7 Public
education campaigns, because of their audience,
attempt to span these perspectives,8-10 with a focus on
the transmission of information.

MYRIAD EFFORTS TO PREPARE THE PUBLIC

Public education and other information efforts
can vary greatly in form. For example, public informa-
tion can include the use of different channels (eg,
brochures, Internet sites, television, and radio spots);
messages that are promulgated as add-ons to other
activities (eg, school coloring books and grocery bag
messages); artifacts that communicate messages
themselves (eg, museum displays and refrigerator
magnets); and location-specific activities (eg, school,
workplace, and neighborhood). Such efforts can be
singular, one-shot events or long-lived campaigns.
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Content may incorporate a range of information from
different organizations in various formats.

In the United States, individual and household
readiness activities have focused on mitigation, actions
taken to prevent or limit the damage caused by future
disasters, as well as preparedness, planning ahead for
what to do during and after a disaster. The term
“readiness” is used in this article to include both types
of actions.

Using California as the primary case study, we
examine the range of public readiness education
efforts initiated across the country. California serves
as an instructive case study because of the state’s vul-
nerability to natural disasters, diverse geographic and
demographic features, and potential as a target for
terrorist attack due to its large economy and media
industry. We reviewed local, state, and national readi-
ness efforts pertinent to residents of California to
understand the range of programs and ways in which
future efforts might be improved. A list of selected dis-
aster readiness programs is provided in Table 1.

VARIETY OF FOCI

Readiness programs in California vary in target
audience, content, and level and method of dissemina-
tion. These dimensions are discussed in the following
section.

Target audiences
Although many public education programs are

intended for the general public, some are tailored
to specific audiences. The US Small Business
Administration provides a disaster planning guide
and other related resources specifically to help small
business owners protect their businesses and
recover quickly from disasters (www.sba.gov/services/
disasterassistance/disasterpreparedness/index.html).
The California Seismic Safety Commission distributes
the Homeowner’s Guide to Earthquake Safety, partly to
comply with California State Law which requires that
the booklet be given to every buyer of a home built
before 1960 (see Table 1).7 Large campaigns, such as
Ready.gov, a national disaster readiness campaign led
by the US Department of Homeland Security, may offer
a core program for the general public with separate

modules tailored to specific groups, such as seniors, peo-
ple with disabilities, children (Ready Kids), and busi-
ness owners (Ready Businesses) (see Table 1).

In contrast to public education materials, some
readiness information is produced for internal con-
sumption within specific groups or organizations.
Employers may distribute information to their employ-
ees about fire drills, evacuation procedures, the location
of first aid kits, and other work site-specific issues. As
another example, school officials may distribute infor-
mation to prepare their students and parents for an
emergency or disaster, such as where and how students
and their parents will be reunited. Unlike information
aimed at the general public, this type of information is
not intended for distribution outside the group for
which it was designed and may even contain personal
information such as the names and contacts of group
members that should be kept confidential.

Single-, multi-, or all-hazard approach
Information campaigns and other public programs

take hazard-specific, multi-hazard, and all-hazards
approaches. Regional programs often emphasize sin-
gle local hazards, such as earthquakes in California,
tornadoes in the Midwest, and hurricanes on the Gulf
Coast. Other campaigns adopt an all-hazards focus,
assuming that many readiness actions such as stock-
piling supplies, having cash on hand, and knowing
first aid, apply to any type of hazard. The all-hazards
approach is both more efficient and inclusive; it con-
solidates information across hazards and makes
emergency preparedness relevant to everyone,
regardless of local hazard risk.

Level of dissemination
Public education and other information-based

strategies are developed and disseminated at the
national, state, regional, and local community level.
Some regional and local programs have been adapted
from state or national programs, and some have been
developed independently. For example, in California,
San Diego County developed ReadySanDiego.org in
conjunction with the national Ready.gov campaign,
while Los Angeles County developed the Emergency
Survival Program (formerly known as Earthquake
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Survival Program) before Ready.gov and more recent
programs were developed. Ideally, these programs
should reinforce each other by providing consistent or
complementary information.

Mode of dissemination
Many disaster readiness campaigns use more than

one mode of dissemination to increase reach. Such
programs use multiple languages and media outlets,
including print material, the Internet, television,
radio, and billboards, to achieve wide coverage and
repeated exposure to messages. Repeated exposure
to information11 provided across multiple channels or
formats5 has been shown to increase the likelihood of
taking action.12 Campaigns involving public–private
partnerships or alliances with multiple groups may
have greater success because of their use of more
diverse media outlets. In 2005, California State
Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger signed Senate Bill
(SB) 546 to expand public–private partnerships and
formalize the role of the private sector in government
emergency management efforts.13

The mode of dissemination can be passive or
active. Programs using Web sites as a primary means
of disseminating information, such as Prepare.org, for
example (see Table 1), are passive in that they pro-
vide information only when it is sought by the public.
In contrast, active dissemination involves engaging
the intended audience and providing information on a
sustained basis. Programs that distribute brochures
(like those created by Prepare.org) in an ongoing
active information dissemination campaign can be con-
sidered active. Regardless of how preparedness infor-
mation is provided, prompting individuals to discuss
the information with others is essential—the more
people talk with other people about doing something,
the more likely they are to actually do it.12

The Dare to Prepare campaign in Southern
California, for example, uses a combination of strategies
to disseminate preparedness information. Organized by
the Earthquake Country Alliance, the campaign is a
public–private partnership of leading earthquake pro-
fessionals, emergency managers, government officials,
business and community leaders, scientists, and others.
The campaign hosts Web sites in English and Spanish,

provides print materials in multiple languages, and
disseminates public service announcements via multi-
ple outlets. The handbook, Putting Down Roots in
Earthquake Country, has been distributed widely
throughout the state, along with an instructional DVD
and other items. A focal event of this campaign is the
Great Southern California ShakeOut, the largest disas-
ter drill ever attempted in the United States. This
event, involving government, businesses, schools, and
the general public, was designed to provide an interac-
tive learning opportunity to many people in Southern
California and prompt active discussions about what
everyone can do to prepare for “the big one.”14

PROBLEMS IDENTIFIED

The recent focus on readiness promotion has been
a useful step forward in helping people in the nation
prepare for the unexpected and many excellent lists
of readiness recommendations have been developed;
however, our review identified two major problems
associated with public education and other information
dissemination campaigns. The first problem is related
to inconsistency across messages. Although the recom-
mendations provide needed information to the public,
no two sets are the same. Some lists focus on different
actions, while others use different language to describe
the same actions. Information is presented in different
ways, and a unifying theme for rendering the informa-
tion consistent does not exist. Inconsistent presenta-
tion of messages, even useful messages, may confuse
users. The second problem identified is the fact that
there currently does not exist a way to engage users.
There needs to be a sufficiently powerful means of
engaging people in disaster and emergency readiness
that can overcome the inertia of the status quo. Many
public health examples, such as smoking cessation and
child vaccinations, have demonstrated that informa-
tion alone is insufficient for prompting behavior
change; the topic must be presented such that it is
salient to and resonates with the intended audience.15

NEXT STEPS

Two next steps are needed to advance these edu-
cation efforts: (1) a means of increasing the recogniz-
ability and perceived consistency of messages across
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the various programs, sometimes called “branding”
and (2) a mechanism for eliciting public engagement
in initiating the process of disaster readiness.

Provide a unifying dimension
A comprehensive framework that organizes existing

recommendations would help emergency managers and
others promote consistent messages about what people
should do to become prepared. Greater message consis-
tency or branding would not only help to reduce con-
fusion, but also would help members of the general
public recognize that the information received about
disaster readiness does, in fact, repeat the same under-
lying message. This is critical because consistency and
frequency of educational messages have been shown to
increase the likelihood of people acting on them.12

Engage the public
The second step that would help propel public

preparedness efforts is a means of engaging the public.
The issue of cost may provide an ideal way to capture
people’s attention because of its high salience.
Resources, including time and money, limit ways in
which people are able to “get ready.” Not everyone can
afford every recommendation, but everyone can take
steps to become better prepared. Social cognitive
theory emphasizes the importance of identifying
achievable goals to avoid discouragement and promote
progressive improvement toward targeted behaviors.16

By this reasoning, people may be more likely to adopt
additional recommendations once they have taken
initial steps. Thus, increasing self-efficacy by helping
people realize that they do, in fact, have sufficient
resources to engage in preparedness activities, may
provide an essential trigger for action.

THE “GET READY” PYRAMID

The “Get Ready” Pyramid provides a framework
within which readiness recommendations can be made.
The layers are organized along a continuum of cost and
presented as a stacked pyramid with seven mutually
exclusive and exhaustive layers; each recommended
action is categorized into one of the pyramid’s readiness
layers (see Figure 1). The general cost of “getting
ready” increases as one moves up the pyramid, to the

extent that households must pay for training, supplies,
equipment, etc. Actions toward the base of the pyramid
are intended to engage people further by attuning
them to actions they can perform at little or no finan-
cial cost, and to things they already know or have, most
likely for other reasons, but have not previously recog-
nized as useful for disasters. With the exception of
Layer 1, which involves learning about how to be ready,
actions need not be initiated starting at the bottom of
the pyramid; they can be completed in any order.

Layer 1: Learn how to be ready
Learning how to be ready involves finding out

how to be safe before, during, and after a disaster.
This includes obtaining information about what indi-
viduals can do to become better prepared, how they
can protect themselves, and the cost of various readi-
ness actions. In California, school children are taught
to “duck, cover, and hold on” during an earthquake.
Similarly, in “tornado alley,” people are taught how to
protect themselves during a tornado. Such knowledge
typically requires minimal cost to the user and pro-
vides a foundation for future action.

Layer 2: Plan and organize
Learning how to get ready for a disaster facilitates

making plans and organizing important personal items
and information that may be useful in an emergency.
Individuals and households should develop plans for
what to do in an emergency in their own home, at work,
at school, or in other settings, including immediate self-
protective actions, where and how to evacuate, and
whom to contact. Personal documents, such as govern-
ment identification and insurance policies, may facilitate
receipt of disaster relief and recovery services. Organizing
and duplicating these documents are essential in prepar-
ing for disasters. Other such activities include making
lists of emergency telephone numbers, preparing med-
ical consent forms for dependents, and identifying safe
locations in each room. Planning and organizing activi-
ties require forethought, but very little cost.

Layer 3: Train and practice
This group of activities includes learning and prac-

ticing skills that may be useful during an emergency.
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Such activities include practicing “drop, cover, and
hold on,” practicing household evacuation plans, and
learning how to assist special needs populations
such as infants, elderly individuals, and those with
disabilities. Civilians able to perform basic tasks such
as fire suppression or first aid can reduce damage,
especially during the initial phase of community-wide
disasters, when official first responders are likely
to be overwhelmed.17 Red Cross agencies, fire depart-
ments, and other local organizations often provide
basic first response trainings to the public at minimal
or no cost. Volunteer organizations, such as the
Community Emergency Response Teams, also provide
training in search and rescue and other related skills.
Public training programs require time commitment,
but typically are inexpensive.

Layer 4: Manage supplies and equipment
Promoting acquisition, storage, and maintenance

of disaster survival items is often the focal activity in

preparedness campaigns (see Table 1). Lists of essen-
tial supplies and equipment are available from several
sources, including the Red Cross and government
agencies. A frequent misconception is that all or most
of the items must be newly purchased. In fact, many
are common household items. Although some house-
holds may have fewer items than others, most house-
holds have supplies and equipment that can be useful
in a disaster. Encouraging individuals to identify
items they already have at home is the key. This
assessment should reduce the perceived cost of acquir-
ing preparedness supplies and may help people over-
come a perceived barrier to becoming better prepared.

Layer 5: Secure building contents
The next level, “Secure Building Contents,”

includes actions to protect the things inside homes
and other buildings. Another common misconception
is that building collapse is the main cause of injury in
many earthquakes.7,10,18 Most injuries occurring in
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minor or moderate earthquakes, especially in areas
that have relatively good building standards, are
caused by loose objects, appliances, or furniture that
fall or break during the shaking. Securing furniture
and appliances to walls and rearranging contents of
cupboards and bookshelves are important mitigation
actions. Some adjustments require tools and equip-
ment that may need to be purchased, but these are
relatively inexpensive.

Layer 6: Protect building structure
In addition to protecting building contents, actions

also may be taken to protect the buildings them-
selves. These include bolting one’s house to the foun-
dation, strapping hot water heaters, and installing
gas appliance shut-off valves for protection from
earthquakes. For hurricane and tornado hazards, such
actions include installing hurricane shutters and safe
rooms. Although some of these activities can incur
substantial cost, there is a wide cost range associated
with measures to reinforce building structures and
mitigate damage. Other barriers, such as lack of home
ownership, may further prevent people from making
structural adjustments.

Layer 7: Safeguard finances
The top of the pyramid refers to measures taken

to protect personal finances following a disaster. This
action requires the most direct monetary investment
and includes purchasing insurance and setting aside an
emergency fund. A low perception of personal risk19

and limited financial resources are two main barriers
to this action.

CONCLUSIONS

The “Get Ready” Pyramid is intended for use by
any individual or entity wishing to promote or adopt
readiness actions. Its seven categories of recom-
mended actions capture every specific individual or
household action that could be taken and provide a
comprehensive typology of these actions. This new
framework does not replace existing public education
campaigns; rather, it integrates various programs
and their messages, highlighting the consistency
across them. Although developed in the context of

earthquake readiness, the typology is applicable to all
types of hazards.

A key feature of the pyramid is that it is designed
to maximize public engagement in disaster prepared-
ness. Recognizing that affordability is often the biggest
barrier for taking recommended actions, the seven
readiness categories were generally ordered by cost,
emphasizing the plethora of activities that are of low
cost or cost free. The explicit focus on the affordability
of many of the recommended activities may facilitate
initial engagement in preparedness activities, thereby
increasing the likelihood of further participation, par-
ticularly among those with fewer resources.

According to social cognitive theory, increasing
the salience of a health threat can trigger initial steps
to action, and initial steps can prompt further progress.
The Transtheoretical Model of Change,20 for example,
integrates a number of different behavioral theories
to explain the process by which people intentionally
change health behaviors, with a focus on triggers
to action. The model emphasizes the importance of
engaging those who may be uninformed or simply
overwhelmed by the prospect of change, and have little
or no intention of adopting protective behaviors such
as disaster readiness actions.

Community-based vulnerability approaches to
disaster readiness have evolved from “a checklist of
the helpless and problematic” to providing conceptual
frameworks for including everyone who may be affected
by disaster, with a focus on capacities as well as on
vulnerabilities.21 Given the cost associated with many
recommended readiness activities, highlighting activ-
ities that are of low cost or cost free while emphasiz-
ing the fact that everyone can get ready for disasters
is socially inclusive and may help empower people by
involving them as creative actors rather than treating
them as passive recipients, beneficiaries, or victims.22

Engaging the broadest possible spectrum of the public
in disaster readiness activities can help increase the
capacity of communities, as well as households.

The “Get Ready” Pyramid represents a step for-
ward in communicating public education for disaster
and emergency preparedness and may be particularly
useful to those who design public preparedness cam-
paigns. The need for coordination of these efforts is
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reflected in the lack of standardization in public edu-
cation campaigns and messages. The “Get Ready”
Pyramid provides a means of message branding that
can facilitate integration of bottom-up approaches
from community-based organizations, with top-down
approaches from federal and state-level agencies.
Should this new cost-based framework be adopted,
future research should evaluate the pyramid’s impact
on preparedness behavior and determine whether
factors that impact adoption of readiness actions vary
by pyramid layer, to validate the cost dimension used
to order readiness actions.
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