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To:  Commissioners 
 

From: Richard McCarthy, Executive Director 
Seismic Safety Commission 
1755 Creekside Oaks Drive, Suite 100 
Sacramento, CA 95833 
(916) 263-5506 

 

Date: October 31, 2012 

Subject: Review of California Shakeout Report 
 
 
Background 
 
At the September meeting, the Chairman Gardner and Commissioner Strack offered 
to review/modify the Executive Summary for the report entitled “Engaging 
Californians in a Shared vision for Resiliency:  Practical Lessons Learned from the 
Great California Shakeout.”  The Commission was satisfied with the body of the 
report but wanted an executive summary that would be easy to read—especially for 
members of the Governor’s office and the Legislature.   
 
Attached is the revised executive summary for commissioner’s final review and 
comment. 
 
Recommendation 
 
Staff recommends that commissioners review the attached executive summary, 
make any comments/changes if needed, and approve the document for release on 
the Commissions web page.   
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1. Executive Summary 

Purpose 

 The purpose of this project is to summarize the history and development of the 
California ShakeOut drill, document prior ShakeOut evaluation efforts and key findings, and 
develop recommendations to guide future planning and coordination of earthquake drill 
activities in the state of California with particular emphasis on business recovery and 
preservation of California’s economic health.   

The ShakeOut Drill 

 The “Great Southern California ShakeOut” is an annual community-wide earthquake 
drill that began in 2008.  The goal of the drill is to provide southern Californians with an 
opportunity to learn what to do before, during, and after an earthquake.  The drill is based 
on the ShakeOut Scenario, a theoretical large earthquake that could occur along the 
southern portion of the San Andreas Fault. The ShakeOut Scenario was created by the 
United States Geological Survey’s Multi-Hazard Demonstration Project and has been used to 
help understand the effect that a large earthquake could have on the economies and 
communities of southern California.  Since the first year it was implemented, the ShakeOut 
drill has spread to other states and several other countries, as well. 

Evaluating the ShakeOut 

 Evaluation of the ShakeOut drills has occurred since the first drill in 2008, but has 
been limited by the lack of funding available for assessment activities.   

 In the years that followed, funding for evaluating the ShakeOut has not been readily 
available. Southern California Earthquake Council (SCEC) formed a Research and Evaluation 
Committee consisting of local earthquake preparedness researchers to develop and 
implement evaluation activities for ShakeOut drills beginning in 2009.   The Committee 
conducted a survey of ShakeOut Registrants, which has been implemented each year from 
2009-2012.   

 The Seismic Safety Commission helped fund a statewide household preparedness 
survey that concluded roughly four years ago.  The results from that study can be used as 
baseline data to evaluate the impact of the ShakeOut on household preparedness 
throughout the state. 

Key Findings  

Several key findings emerged from this project. 

• Just as real earthquakes prompt preparedness behavior, simulated events 
like the ShakeOut drill also prompt information seeking and preparedness 
action.  
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• California schools remain an underutilized resource for promoting 
household earthquake preparedness and can do more to encourage staff and 
student families to prepare for disasters at home and provide support 
materials for doing so.   

• Businesses and other organizations also remain underutilized in efforts to 
promote household preparedness and can have a tremendous impact on the 
level of preparedness and rate of recovery in local communities. 

• The ShakeOut drill has been successful in prompting individuals to talk to 
others about the drill itself and about earthquake safety and preparedness, 
which has been shown to be an effective strategy for motivating household 
preparedness.  

Recommendations 

 This project identified a number of challenges and opportunities, and yielded the 
following key recommendations.  Many of the recommendations may be beyond the scope 
or capability of the Commission at this time, but the Commission should play a pivotal role 
in bringing together entities that have the responsibility and authority to implement the 
recommendations. 

#1. Target businesses and other organizations for an increased role in motivating 
preparedness.  Getting business back to business after a natural disaster must be a top 
priority for California: 

• Only 38% of small employers have an emergency preparedness plan; 

• At least 30% of small businesses have been closed for 24 hours or longer in the past 
three years following a natural disaster; 

• Businesses and business organizations should play a larger role in conducting 
ShakeOut drills, distributing earthquake safety and preparedness information, and 
modeling preparedness efforts; 

• Disaster preparedness, having an emergency response plan in place, and having the 
equipment and supplies necessary to enable business continuity, increase the 
likelihood that businesses will recover following disaster.  The longer a business is 
closed or on reduced operations the less likely it is to reopen; 

• If workers and their households are better prepared for a major earthquake, they 
will be able and willing to return to work more quickly, leading to increased 
community resilience and faster recovery. 

 Recommendation:  Efforts should be made to identify and recognize businesses and 
other organizations that can serve as role models because of their participation in the 
ShakeOut drill and evaluation, and their efforts to foster preparedness within the 
workforce and broader community.  The effort should include seeking ways to 
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motivate businesses to provide their employees with earthquake kits and information, 
and encourage increased preparedness within households. 

#2. Target schools for an increased role in motivating household preparedness: 

• Schools can and should play a larger role in motivating household preparedness 
through the transmission of information, support materials, and engagement from 
students to their families.  This can help reach hundreds of additional people at each 
school; 

• The ShakeOut already provides materials to schools to facilitate this effort, and this 
activity should be expanded; 

• Recognition that can be posted on school websites can help school’s publicize their 
efforts, and can help motivate students and their families, as well as other schools, 
to take action. 

Recommendation:  Key schools that can serve as role models because of their 
participation in the ShakeOut drill and evaluation should be identified.   The efforts 
they have made to motivate students and families should be held up as examples for 
other schools to emulate.  Efforts should also be made to motivate schools to 
encourage increased preparedness within employee and student households. 

#3. Use the ShakeOut as an opportunity to test and provide public education about new 
alert and warning systems: 

• Public and private earthquake early warning systems are currently is being tested in 
California and can provide up to a minute warning before strong shaking is felt; 

• The Commercial Mobile Alert System (CMAS) delivers alerts and warnings to 
handheld mobile devices through commercial providers, and is currently being 
tested in selected communities prior to nationwide release; 

• Alert and warning messages can be passed through Twitter and other forms of 
social media; 

• The ShakeOut drill provides an ideal opportunity to acquaint the public with these 
systems and to provide public education about what they are and how they work; 

• Using the ShakeOut as a vehicle for introducing these mobile alert systems to the 
public and providing needed education can help people learn what to do when they 
receive earthquake related alert messages in the future. 

Recommendation:  Future ShakeOut events should include testing of public and 
private earthquake early warning systems  in connection with the ShakeOut drill to 
test the systems and to help educate the public about them. 

  



   4 

#4. Support program evaluation:  

• In-kind, volunteer efforts coordinated through the Earthquake Country Alliance 
formal committee structure to evaluate the ShakeOut can provide useful data to 
guide program activities; 

• Efforts to increase data integrity and credibility through longitudinal evaluation and 
linkage with registrant data should be encouraged to increase the scientific 
reliability conclusions drawn from the exercise; 

• In-kind efforts have created a wealth of data, but lack of funding has limited data 
analysis and documentation; 

Recommendation:  California  should identify ways to provide support for cost-
efficient evaluation efforts so that the effects of the ShakeOut can be assessed and the 
program can be improved. This may include identifying ways to provide incentives to 
businesses that make financial contributions to ShakeOut evaluation efforts. 

#5. Facilitate a follow-up statewide household preparedness survey:  

• The statewide household preparedness survey should be repeated at regular 
intervals to provide ongoing monitoring; 

• Data collection for the statewide household preparedness survey concluded roughly 
four years ago, and much has happened since that time; 

• The questionnaire that was used in the baseline survey should be re-administered 
with minimal change to facilitate baseline comparison and to maintain cost-
efficiency; 

• Follow up data should be collected at a fraction of the initial baseline cost; 

• Data can be used to: 

a. Assess the impact of the ShakeOut throughout the state; 

b. Guide future program activities; and  

c. Help first responders and emergency managers anticipate community needs 
following a major earthquake. 

Recommendation:  The Commission should facilitate identification of resources to 
fund a follow up cross-sectional survey to assess change over time.   
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