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A B S T R A C T   

Ensuring that residents of high-rise residential buildings follow fire safety guidance in emergencies is important 
to facilitate safe response. However, little prior research has explored how willingness to follow fire safety 
guidance is impacted by trust in the guidance itself and trust in the creators of the guidance. The research 
presented herein hypothesised that the relationship between perceived clarity of the guidance and self-reported 
willingness to follow the guidance in an emergency would be mediated by both trust in the guidance and trust in 
the creators of the guidance. An online survey (N = 769) with residents of UK high-rise residential buildings was 
conducted to examine the relationship between participants’ perceived clarity of their building’s fire safety 
guidance (both to stay put and evacuate) and their self-reported willingness to follow it. Specifically, we explored 
how this relationship was impacted by trust in the guidance itself and the providers of the guidance. Parallel 
mediation analyses showed that the relationship between the perceived clarity of the guidance to and willingness 
to follow it operated through trust in the guidance and trust in the creators of the guidance. The results replicate 
previous research on group processes in emergencies but highlight the importance of addressing how views of 
guidance, its creators, building safety as well as physical constraints may influence emergency response.   

1. Introduction 

High-rise buildings are being built in the UK for luxury apartments, 
studios, and penthouses. In 2019, 88% of high-rises in London contained 
residential spaces compared to only 14% in 2010 (Craggs, 2018). In 
April 2020, the estimated number of high-rise residential buildings was 
12,500, and in February 2022, an estimated 1.31 million people in En-
gland resided in buildings of 7 or more storeys (Department for Levelling 
Up, Housing & Communities (DLUHC), 2022). The increasing number of 
high-rise residential buildings make understanding evacuee behaviour 
during fire incidents in these buildings a priority for public safety. 

The Grenfell Tower fire disaster has cast a sharp light on the need for 
better fire safety strategies and to understand how residents of high-rise 
buildings respond to guidance in fire incidents. Grenfell Tower had a 
stay put policy in place in place due to the belief that the tower had 
sufficient measures in place to compartmentalise the fire. The stay put 

policy advises residents to stay in their flats or escape if, for example, fire 
or smoke are present or they are instructed to by the fire services to leave 
(see Approved Document B Volume 1: Dwellings (DLUHC, 2019) for an 
example of guidance). In response to the outcome the of Grenfell Tower 
disaster, the Fire Brigades Union (2019) called for a re-evaluation of the 
feasibility of the stay put policy, and some brigades (e.g., London Fire 
Brigade, 2022) have emphasised the need for residents to know how to 
leave their building in the event of a fire. 

Recently, the Department of Levelling Up, Housing and Communities 
(DLUHC, 2022) commenced a technical review of the statutory guidance 
for fire safety given in Approved Document B (ADB). ADB, which ad-
dresses building fire safety matters in England, predominantly focuses 
on physical factors of infrastructure. The main factors include occupant 
loads, use of floor space, fire separation and fire resistance, the provision 
of manual or automatic detection and alarm systems to notify occupants, 
and fire protection measures available in the building (e.g., sprinklers, 
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smoke control). Understanding the physical factors of high-rise resi-
dential buildings is vital to fire safety. For example, evacuee response 
can be affected by factors such as illumination conditions (e.g., Zeng 
et al., 2017), the type of signage provided (e.g., Ronchi et al., 2012), 
stair widths and stair rise height (Kuligowski et al., 2014). The focus of 
physical factors in ADB, though, means that there is a lack of under-
standing of psychological factors regarding how and why occupants 
might respond in the event of a fire. Notably, following the Grenfell 
Tower disaster, Dame Judith Hackitt’s independent review of Building 
Regulations and fire safety in England specifically asked for research 
into human behaviour (Hackitt, 2018). 

Prior research provides insights into the psychological factors that 
can impact human behaviour in emergencies, particularly in fires. Oc-
cupants’ perceived risk has been found to impact evacuation decisions 
across a range of emergencies (Kinateder et al., 2015). For example, 
research into the 2019 Kincade fire shows that perceiving a home to be 
safe prior to a fire reduced the perceived risk of occupants and therefore 
their decision to evacuate (Kuligowski et al., 2022). On the other hand, 
concern about fires post-Grenfell Tower increased Irish occupants’ 
engagement in preparedness behaviours such as testing fire alarms and 
having a fire extinguisher (Brown et al., 2022), and occupants were 
more likely to evacuate if they had previous experience of a hurricane or 
believed a hurricane posed high risk to their property or safety (Goodie 
et al., 2019). Other factors, such as occupants’ level of familiarity with 
the environment also impacts evacuation behaviour (Gwynne et al., 
2001), such as which exit route is selected and how quickly occupants 
evacuate (Kobes et al., 2010, Lovreglio et al., 2022). Interactions be-
tween occupants can also influence evacuation behaviour (e.g., Purser & 
Bensilum, 2001), since social influence can cause evacuees to follow the 
routes others take (e.g., Kinateder et al., 2014; Lovreglio et al., 2022). 

Importantly, the ways that occupants are alerted to fires and that 
instructions are communicated to them can impact evacuation response. 
Receiving information about a fire from a trusted source and receiving a 
warning in-person both reduce perceived risk during an emergency 
(Kuligowski et al., 2020). In a review of multiple evacuations, van der 
Wal et al. (2021) found that having staff guide people to exits in person 
was the most effective method encourage effective evacuation compared 
to other strategies (e.g., evacuation alarm, pre-recorded messages and 
live announcements). In terms of the guidance itself, occupants’ 
perceived efficacy of the recommended response to a fire affects the 
extent to which the recommendation is followed, wherein they are more 
likely to follow the recommendation if they believe it led to a successful 
outcome (McCaffrey et al., 2017; Strahan et al., 2018). 

Despite the considerable research into human behaviour in fires, 
little research has directly explored precisely what influences occupant 
perceptions of the guidance on how to respond to fire incidents, why this 
influence occurs, and how this impacts evacuee behaviour in high-rise 
residential buildings. This research aims to address these gaps in the 
context of how residents of high-rise residential buildings respond to 
guidance to stay put or evacuate in fire incidents. Specifically, we 
examine whether willingness to follow the guidance is related to the 
perceived clarity of the guidance, trust in the guidance, and trust in the 
creators of the guidance. 

1.1. Providing clear and practical guidance 

Evidence from social psychology points to how perception of safety 
guidance and the source of the guidance can influence people’s response 
in emergencies (for a review, see Drury et al., 2019). For example, in a 
mass decontamination field experiment, Carter et al. (2014) showed that 
the type of guidance provided by first responders to the public impacted 
the extent to which the public followed the guidance. Specifically, they 
showed that the most effective communication strategy was to provide 
health-focused and practical information about why the decontamina-
tion was needed and what actions to take to properly decontaminate. 
The provision of practical guidance which explained why a certain 

behaviour was needed was associated with higher correct adherence to 
their instructions and faster time to undertake the decontamination. 

Although the research has primarily focused on decontamination 
contexts, the principles of understanding how views of the guidance and 
guidance providers impact the speed and accuracy of emergency 
response can be applied to other emergencies such as fires. The findings 
suggest that effective communication involves explaining what actions 
are needed and how to perform them, because this approach enables 
people to know how to follow the instructions appropriately in emer-
gency situations. Although Carter et al. (2014) focussed on de-
contaminations, the focus on information provided in the guidance and 
subsequent success of following the guidance can also be applied to 
resident response to fire safety guidance. Thus, we hypothesise that 
residents’ perceptions of the fire safety guidance as being clear and 
practical will be positively associated with willingness to adhere to it 
(hypothesis 1). 

1.2. Trust in the guidance and creators 

Although providing clear and practical guidance can be associated 
with increased likelihood of it being followed, the guidance to stay put 
has been under strong public scrutiny during the Government inquiry 
into Grenfell Tower (e.g., Torero, 2022). Even if the guidance to stay put 
is clear, external factors such as high-profile building disasters and 
public debate mean it may not be trusted, therefore decreasing the 
likelihood of it being followed. We predict that trust in the guidance will 
mediate the relationship between perceived clarity of the guidance and 
the likelihood of following it (hypothesis 2). 

Previous research on policing and public order has demonstrated 
how the perception that guidance gave sufficient practical information 
was associated with more positive views of the information provider 
(Reicher et al., 2007), and therefore higher public adherence to the in-
structions (Stott et al., 2011). Similarly, Carter et al. (2015) outline how 
emergencies are fundamentally intergroup encounters where in-
teractions between first responders and the public influence the extent 
to which the public follow their guidance. Together, this research 
demonstrates that response is not only governed by the perceived clarity 
and practicality of the guidance, but also the perception of the organi-
sations conveying the guidance. 

Importantly, however, the information giver must be seen as trust-
worthy and acting in the best interests of the group. Lack of trust in 
authorities can increase non-adherence to their recommendations and 
increase the likelihood that the public will self-organise and decide 
appropriate behaviour themselves (Stott and Drury, 2000). Residents 
often have pre-existing relationships with the people or organisations 
conveying the guidance which could impact their trust in them. Where 
the provider of the guidance is trusted, this may lead to increased 
adherence to their instructions. Where pre-existing relations are less 
positive - such as when relations between housing managers and resi-
dents’ associations are negative - this could inhibit the extent to which 
their guidance is followed. 

Notably, the fire safety guidance in high-rise residential buildings is 
often provided by fire and rescue services, landlords, and housing 
managers, often via signage or safety notices. Thus, the present research 
focuses on residents’ views of the creators of the guidance for the 
building rather than who is conveying the guidance. We expect that the 
relationship between perceived clarity of the guidance and willingness 
to follow the guidance will be mediated by residents’ trust in the crea-
tors of the guidance (hypothesis 3). 

1.3. Perceived threat and ability to adhere 

Residents’ views of both the stay put and evacuate guidance, the 
guidance creators, and willingness to adhere to it may be impacted by 
both trust that the building is safe enough to follow of the guidance, and 
their own ability to adhere to the guidance. For example, residents may 
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be impeded from evacuating due to health conditions or impairments 
(Hashemi & Tomasiello, 2018). Initiatives such as the Local Government 
Association’s Building Safety Programme (DLUHC, 2020) demonstrates 
the level of concern residents may have about the ability of their 
buildings to contain fire incidents, which may lead to increased likeli-
hood to evacuate instead of staying put. As such, we expect that resi-
dents’ ability to follow the guidance, and trust that their building has 
provisions in place to allow the guidance to result in desired outcomes, 
are important variables to include when evaluating the relationship 
between perceived clarity of the guidance, views of the guidance and its 
creators, and willingness to adhere. 

1.4. Present study 

This study seeks to understand the willingness of residents of UK 
high-rise residential buildings to follow either stay put or evacuation 
guidance during fire incidents in their building. Specially, online surveys 
were used to address the relationship between the perceived clarity of 
the guidance and willingness to follow the guidance, via trust in the 
guidance itself and trust in the creators of the guidance. We explore how 
these processes are related to the ability of residents to adhere to the 
guidance and trust in the building to allow residents to safely follow 
each type of guidance. 

2. Methods 

2.1. Ethics and open science 

This study was approved by the University of Edinburgh PPLS 
Research Ethics Committee (reference 157–2021/14). A full list of scale 
items used in this study can be found in the supplementary materials and 
on the Open Science Framework (https://osf.io/m4thu/). 

2.2. Participants 

We recruited residents (N = 1136) of high-rise residential buildings 
in the UK. Our inclusion criteria were that participants had to be over 
the age of 18 and must have lived in a building with 6 or more storeys at 
the time of participation. We excluded participants who did not com-
plete the survey (n = 306) or identify the correct response to a 
comprehension question about an example excerpt of guidance to 
evacuate or stay put (n = 61). The final number of included participants 
was N = 769. 

Participants were aged 18–75 years, Mage = 33.56 years (see Fig. 1 
for percentages per age category). 54% identified as female, 45.2% as 
male, 0.4% as non-binary, 0.2% as a trans female, and 0.2% preferred 
not to say. The participant sample comprised of 32 ethnicities, with 72% 
being white or British. Of the participants who reported their first lan-
guage, the first language was predominantly English (99.2%) but other 
first languages spoken were Cantonese (N = 1), Greek (N = 1), Hindi (N 
= 1), Gujarati (N = 1), Portuguese (N = 1), Nepalese (N = 1), German (N 
= 1), Yoruba (N = 1) and Tagalog (N = 1). 8.5% of participants stated 
they had some form of health condition (see Fig. 2). 

23.9% of participants owned their home and 76.1% rented their 
home. In terms of length of residency, 25.7% had resided in their home 
for less than 1 year, 33.5% for 1–2 year, 22.5% for 3–4 years, 11.6% for 
5–10 years, and 5.5% for over 10 years (1.2% did not know or could not 
remember). We asked about the approximate location of the building 
residents resided in, and 23.6% of residents resided at the top of their 
high-rise building, 58.6% resided in the middle, and 16.3% resided at 
the bottom. 

2.3. Procedure 

First, participants (N = 4,504) were recruited through Prolific Aca-
demic (a UK-based participant recruitment platform) to participate in an 
initial eligibility screening survey. Participants were asked to take part 
in a 1–2-minute online survey exploring residents’ perceptions of the 
stay put and evacuation guidance in their high-rise residential buildings. 
Participants were paid £0.25 and asked if they currently lived in a high- 
rise building of 6 stories or more. The 1136 eligible participants were 
then invited to take part in a second 20–30-minute cross-sectional sur-
vey about the same topic and were paid £2.50 for their participation. 
The second survey provided example extracts of stay put and evacuation 
guidance based on the London Fire Brigade guidance. The survey then 
asked participants about their views of the stay put and evacuation 
guidance for their specific residential building, their level of trust in both 
types of guidance and its creators, as well as willingness to follow both 
types of guidance, ability to follow the guidance, trust in their building, 
and demographic questions. 

2.4. Measures 

The survey asked questions about the views of the guidance to stay 
put and evacuate, its creators, ability to follow the guidance, trust in the 
building, and finally demographic questions. All survey questions were 
measured using a 5-point Likert scale where 1 = strongly disagree/very 
unlikely, 5 = strongly agree/very likely. All questions were adapted 
from Carter et al. (2013) unless otherwise stated. The items from Carter 
et al. (2013) were selected since they were robust survey measures 
which achieved high reliability across a series of studies related to 
assessing views of the guidance providers, the guidance itself, and 
adherence (e.g., Carter et al., 2014, Carter et al., 2015). 

Three items were used to measure the perceived clarity of the stay 
put guidance, e.g., ‘The stay put guidance about how to react in the 
event of a fire provides sufficient practical information about what to 
do’ (a = 0.863 indicating high internal consistency). Trust in the guid-
ance to stay put was measured using two items, e.g., ‘The stay put 
guidance will help to keep residents safe’ (r = 0.787, p < .001). Trust in 
the creators of the guidance was measured using two items, e.g., ‘I trust 
the designers of the stay put guidance know how to keep residents safe in 
the event of a fire’, (r = 0.590, p < .001). A three-item scale was used to 
measure willingness to follow the stay put guidance, e.g., ’I am willing to 
follow the stay put guidance’ (a = 0.906). 

Next, participants were asked questions about guidance to evacuate. 
Perceived clarity of the evacuation guidance was measured using three 
items, e.g., ‘The evacuation guidance for my building provides sufficient 
practical information’ (a = 0.918). Two items were used to measure 
trust in the evacuation guidance, e.g., ‘The evacuation guidance will 
help to keep residents safe’ (r = 0.835, p < .001). Trust in the creators of 
the evacuation guidance was measured using two items, e.g., ‘I trust the 
designers of the evacuation guidance know how to keep residents safe in 
the event of a fire’ (r = 0.676, p < .001). Two items addressed will-
ingness to follow the evacuation guidance, e.g., ‘I am willing to follow 
the evacuation guidance’ (r = 0.811, p < .001). 

Additionally, we asked questions newly created for the survey 
regarding ability to follow the guidance and trust in building. Ability to 
adhere to stay put was measured using a single item, ‘I feel able to follow 
the actions proposed in the stay put guidance’. Trust in building to safely 

56-65

46-55

36-45

26-35

18-25

Fig. 1. Percentages of participants per age category.  
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have a stay put policy was measured using a single item designed for the 
survey, ‘The building is equipped to enable residents to safely follow the 
stay put guidance’. Trust in building to safely have an evacuation policy 
was measured using two items designed for the survey, e.g., ‘My 
building is equipped to enable residents to evacuate safely’ (r = 0.786, p 
< .001). 

Finally, we presented demographic questions including age, gender 
identity, whether they lived in the top, middle or bottom third of their 
building, whether they were a homeowner or renting, duration of resi-
dency, nationality, whether English was their first language, and 
whether participants had a health condition, impairment or learning 
difficulty. 

3. Results 

3.1. Factor analysis 

We used exploratory factor analysis since our survey items were 
either adaptations of established questions or new questions created for 
the purposes of the survey. Specifically, we ran the questions relating to 
the guidance to stay put and its creators across all scales with a direct 
oblimin eigen rotation (due to theoretical grounds that the factors might 
correlate), using a Keiser-Meye-Olkin value of 0.5 as our cut off criteria 
(Field, 2005). The same procedure was used for the guidance to evac-
uate. The item clustering supported four core scales for each type of 
guidance: perceived clarity of the guidance, trust in the guidance, trust 
in the creators of the guidance, and willingness to follow the guidance. 
The descriptive statistics and correlations between each factor are 
shown in Table 1 together with the correlations between the variables. 
The percentage of answers for each variable are shown in Table 2. 

3.2. Mediation analysis 

We used R packages Lavaan, semPlot, psycho and lm.beta to run 
separate parallel mediation path models for each type of guidance. First, 
the stay put guidance was measured in a path model from perceived 
clarity of the guidance to stay put (independent variable) to willingness 
to follow the guidance to stay put (dependent variable) via trust in the 
guidance to stay put (mediator) and separately trust in the creators of 
the guidance to stay put (mediator). The same model layout was used for 
the guidance to evacuate. In these models, we included the following 
variables as covariates: perceived ability to follow the actions proposed 
in the stay put guidance; whether they had a health condition, impair-
ment or learning difficulty; trust in the building; belief that the building 
was equipped to enable safe evacuation; demographic questions of age, 
gender identity, location of property within the building (bottom, 

middle, top); whether they were a homeowner or renting, and duration 
of time living in the property. The non-significant covariates were then 
removed for the final parallel mediation models to improve the model 
fit. Table 3 gives the regressions between each variable in the separate 
models for the stay put and evacuation guidance, with only the signifi-
cant demographic factors included. For the stay put model, AIC =

Fig. 2. Percentages of health conditions reported from the 8.5% of participants who stated they had some form of health condition.  

Table 1 
Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations.  

Scale Mean 
(SD) 

1 2 3. 4. 

Guidance to stay put      
1. Clarity of stay put 

guidance 
3.98 
(0.77) 

1 0.685*** 0.556*** 0.487*** 

2. Trust in the stay put 
guidance 

3.63 
(0.94)   

0.645*** 0.627*** 

3. Trust in the creators of 
the guidance 

3.62 
(0.88)  

– – 0.608*** 

4. Willingness to follow 
the stay put guidance 

3.31 
(1.03)  

– – – 

Guidance to evacuate  5. 6. 7. 8. 
5. Clarity of stay put 

guidance 
3.63 
(0.97) 

1 0.760*** 0.609*** 0.547*** 

6. Trust in the evacuation 
guidance 

3.80 
(0.91)  

– 0.699*** 0.621*** 

7. Trust in the creators of 
the guidance 

3.3.78 
(0.85)  

– – 0.627*** 

8. Willingness to follow 
the evacuation 
guidance 

4.04 
(0.81)  

– – – 

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. 

Table 2 
Percentage of responses on the Likert scales for each variable.   

Strongly disagree    Strongly 
agree 

Stay put guidance % % % % % 
Clarity of the guidance 1 9.6 17.1 57.1 15.2 
Trust in guidance 3.7 13.7 27 42.4 13.2 
Trust in creators 3 12.5 31.5 43.1 9.9 
Willingness 9.9 19.3 34.5 32.2 4.1 
Trust in the building 1.9 11.4 35.9 43.9 6.9 
Ability 3.8 11.8 15.4 46.2 22.8 
Evacuation guidance % % % % % 
Clarity of the guidance 5.1 13.8 25.7 44 11.4 
Trust in guidance 3.5 6.4 23.8 49.9 16.4 
Trust in creators 2.4 8.2 30.2 44.1 15.1 
Willingness 1.3 3.9 21 47.8 26 
Trust in the building 2.8 11.7 26.6 47.4 11.5  
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3131.421, RMSEA = 0.160, SRMR = 0.028, CFI = 0.964, χ2 (4) =
62.491, p < .001. For the evacuation mode, AIC = 4129.356, RMSEA =
0.274, SRMR = 0.048, CFI = 0.938, χ2 (2) = 118.295, p < .001. This 
makes the RMSEA a poor fit for both models using Hu and Bentler’s 
(1999) criteria, but all other fit indices and good or acceptable. 

3.2.1. Guidance to stay put 
Contrary to H1, there was a non-significant direct relationship be-

tween perceived clarity of the guidance to stay put and willingness to 
stay put (see Fig. 3). However, there was a significant direct relationship 
between perceived clarity of the guidance and trust in it as well as trust 
in its creators. Willingness to follow the guidance to stay put was also 
positively associated with trust in the guidance and trust in the creators 
of the guidance. Thus, there was a significant indirect effect of trust in 
the guidance to stay put (b = 0.118, p < .001, z = 5.343) supporting H2, 
and trust in the creators of the guidance to stay put (b = 0.058, p < .001, 
z = 4.291) supporting H3. 

Ability to follow the guidance was a significant covariate for trust in 
the guidance to stay put (b = 0.291, p < .001, z = 9.657), its creators (b 
= 0.247, p < .001, z = 8.853), and willingness to follow it (b = .577p <
.001, z = 18.553. Trust in the building was a significant covariate for 
trust in the guidance (b = 0.157, p < .001, z = 4.078) and trust in the 
creators of the guidance (b = 0.392, p < .001, z = 11.031). Having a 
health condition, impairment or learning difficulty was also a significant 
covariate for willingness to adhere to the guidance to stay put (b =
-0.189, p = .014, z = -2.543). 

3.2.2. Guidance to evacuate 
In support of H1, there was a significant association between 

perceived clarity of the guidance to evacuate and willingness to evac-
uate (see Fig. 4). There was also significant direct relationship between 
perceived clarity of the guidance to evacuate and trust in it as well as 
trust in its creators. Willingness to follow the guidance to evacuate was 
also positively associated with trust in the guidance and trust in the 
creators of the guidance. Thus, there was a significant indirect effect of 
trust in the guidance to evacuate (b = 0.139, p < .001, z = 6.564) 
supporting H2, and trust in the creators of the guidance to evacuate (b =
0.089, p < .001, z = 6.726) supporting H3. Notably, trust in the building 
was a significant covariate for both trust in the guidance (b = 0.274, p <
.001, z = 9.002) and the creators (b = 0.456, p < .001, z = 14.010). 

4. Discussion 

The survey results demonstrate that the willingness of residents of 
high-rise residential buildings to follow the guidance to stay put or 
evacuate is related to their trust in the guidance and the creators of the 
guidance. The relationship between perceived clarity of the guidance 
and willingness to adhere to it was mixed. In support of H1, higher belief 
that guidance to evacuate was clear and practical was associated with 
higher adherence to it. However, this relationship was non-significant 
for the guidance to stay put, where the relationship between the 
perceived clarity of the guidance to stay put and willingness to follow it 
operated indirectly through both trust in the guidance and trust in the 
creators. Crucially, the relationship between the perceived clarity of the 
guidance of willingness to follow it operated through both trust in the 
guidance and trust in its creators, supporting H2 and H3 for both the 
guidance to stay put and to evacuate. 

Together, these results indicate the importance of trust beyond 
simply having clear guidance. This conceptually replicates previous 

Table 3 
Regressions.   

b LCI UCI SE z p 

Guidance to 
stay put       

Clarity – Trust in 
guidance  

0.542  0.460  0.622  0.041  13.229 <0.001 

Ability – Trust in 
guidance  

0.291  0.233  0.352  0.030  9.657 <0.001 

Trust in building 
– Trust in 
guidance  

0.157  0.079  0.231  0.038  4.078 <0.001 

Clarity – Trust in 
creators  

0.307  0.231  0.381  0.038  8.085 <0.001 

Ability – Trust in 
creators  

0.247  0.194  0.304  0.028  8.853 <0.001 

Trust in building 
– Trust in 
creators  

0.392  0.320  0.461  0.036  11.031 <0.001 

Clarity - 
Willingness  

− 0.036  − 0.120  0.050  0.044  − 0.806 0.420 

Trust in guidance 
– Willingness  

0.219  0.141  0.299  0.037  5.841 <0.001 

Trust in creators - 
Willingness  

0.188  0.121  0.292  0.037  5.063 <0.001 

Ability – 
Willingness  

0.577  0.520  0.640  0.031  18.553 <0.001 

HIL – Willingness  − 0.189  − 0.343  − 0.038  0.077  − 2.453 0.014 
Guidance to 

evacuate       
Clarity – Trust in 

guidance  
0.550  0.495  0.605  0.028  19.634 <0.001 

Trust in building 
– Trust in 
guidance  

0.274  0.215  0.335  0.030  9.002 <0.001 

Clarity – Trust in 
creators  

0.258  0.199  0.317  0.030  8.620 <0.001 

Trust in building 
– Trust in 
creators  

0.456  0.392  0.520  0.033  14.010 <0.001 

Clarity - 
Willingness  

0.093  0.016  0.159  0.037  2.534 0.011 

Trust in guidance 
– Willingness  

0.253  0.170  0.331  0.036  6.965 <0.001 

Trust in creators 
– Willingness  

0.343  0.262  0.413  0.032  10.753 <0.001 

Note. b = standardised beta coefficients; LCI = lower confidence interval; UCI =
upper confidence interval; SE = standard error; Clarity = clarity of stay put 
guidance; Willingness = willingness to follow the stay put guidance. HIL =
Health condition, impairment or learning difficulty. All variables were tested for 
significant associations with using standard error bootstrapped regressions with 
10,000 samples. Only the statistically significant covariates are included in the 
table. 

Fig. 3. Indirect effects of trust in guidance to stay put and creators of the guidance.  
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research on how the clarity of information (e.g., Carter et al., 2013, 
2014) and pre-existing trust in information provided (e.g., Stott and 
Drury, 2000) can affect public behaviour. Additionally, we build on 
existing research to highlight the importance of understanding how pre- 
existing views of the guidance itself may impact emergency response. 
Particularly in the case of the guidance to stay put, the level of trust in 
the guidance and its creators were key predictors of willingness to 
adhere when clarity of the guidance itself was not. 

Our results indicate how residents’ perceived safety of the building is 
related to their views of the guidance and its creators. For both the 
guidance to stay put and to evacuate, the level of trust residents had of 
their building to be safe for either policy was significantly related to 
their trust in the guidance and the creators. Here, resident belief that 
their building had the correct infrastructure to safely allow either a stay 
put policy or evacuation policy was positively associated with trust in 
the guidance and its creators. However, another interpretation of this is 
that when trust in the building was low so too was trust in the guidance 
and its creators. 

Another factor related to views of the guidance to stay put (but not 
guidance to evacuate) was the extent to which residents believed they 
had the ability to follow it. Residents’ belief that they were able to follow 
the actions proposed in the stay put guidance was associated with their 
trust in the guidance, the creators, and willingness to adhere to it. 
Willingness to follow the stay put guidance was also related to whether 
participants had a health condition, impairment or learning difficulty. 

One interpretation of these results is that participants who are 
elderly or have disabilities face additional challenges egressing from 
buildings (e.g., Hostetter & Naser, 2022; Rahouti et al., 2021; Oswald, 
2021) and may be required to stay put to some extent because their 
personal emergency evacuation plans require them to wait for assistance 
from others before evacuating. While previous research has demon-
strated that trust in safety procedures can influence the perception of 
risk by vulnerable persons (e.g., Tancogne-Dejean & Laclemence, 2016), 
the current study extends this to show that the perceived ability to 
adhere to the stay put guidance predicts both views of the guidance and 
also the creators of the guidance. 

4.1. Limitations and future directions 

In contrast to previous research, we did not find significant de-
mographic differences of age or gender when exploring the views of the 
guidance or guidance creators. There was also no effect of whether the 
residents’ lived in the top, middle or bottom third of their building, 
contrary to prior research which found differing times in occupants of 
different floors to reach stairwells (e.g., Averill et al., 2012). Nor were 
there differing views of the guidance depending on whether they were a 
homeowner or renting, or the duration of their time living in the home 
(contrary to e.g., Kuligowski et al., 2022). One reason for this may our 
relatively homogenous sample, for example that most participants ren-
ted their home or resided in the middle third of their building. However, 
this does speak to this importance of trust in the guidance and its 

creators for most residents when deciding whether to follow the guid-
ance. Notably, we asked about intended behaviour in a fire incident 
instead of actual behaviour, and these results may be influenced by 
participants taking part at a time when high-profile disasters and the 
safety of stay put guidance were part of public debate and in the media. 
The results may not indicate actual behaviour or how effective this 
would be in an emergency, and the results may also be different for other 
residential building types (e.g., semi-detached houses), and the cross- 
sectional survey means that we cannot infer causational directionality 
between the variables but instead focus on which variables are related. 

The guidance on how to respond in the event of a fire can come from 
multiple sources, such as fire and rescue services, housing managers, or 
residents’ associations. Oswald (2021) shows how homeowners’ re-
lations with people and organisations involved in fire safety for their 
buildings can lack trust due to issues such as perceiving that the people 
responsible for safety have a lack of expertise to handle issues, or lack of 
care about the homeowners’ fire safety concerns. Our questions did not 
ask about trust in each potential provider of the guidance, whether those 
providing the guidance had positively engaged with the community 
regarding fire preparedness, or views on the quality of fire safety lead-
ership among their building management. Future research could 
examine whose guidance is most trusted and why, and how this impacts 
levels of trust in the creators of the guidance, such as by focusing on the 
quality of engagement between the guidance givers and the occupants. 

Similarly, our questions about perceived ability to adhere do not 
specify what impacts the participants’ abilities. For example, potential 
barriers could include factors such as physical ability or blockages in the 
evacuation route. Future research could delve into what barriers resi-
dents believe impact their ability to either stay put or evacuate from 
their building, and crucially how these barriers may be mitigated or 
removed to increase adherence to the guidance. Importantly, our find-
ings showed that perceived ability to follow the stay put guidance (but 
not the guidance to evacuate) was related to trust in the guidance, trust 
in the creators, and willingness to adhere. Further research could 
examine the relationship between trust and perceived ability to adhere 
in more depth to explore the nature of these relationships and particu-
larly its implications for people with mobility impairments. 

Although we required participants to correctly answer a question 
about example guidance to stay put or evacuate, it is not possible to 
gauge whether the participants understood the guidance for their 
building or simply thought that they did. It would have been infeasible 
to obtain examples of the guidance for each participants’ building and 
assess their understanding of it. Regardless, the results show that 
perceived clarity and trust in the guidance and its creators are key to 
understanding the willingness to follow it. 

Finally, our research did not explore social influence. Prior research 
suggests that occupants are influenced by the response of others in 
emergency evacuations (e.g., Kinateder et al., 2014; Lovreglio et al., 
2022), and people in emergencies are more likely to be influenced by the 
people they believe are in the same group as them (for a review, see 
Reicher et al., 2010). This is because the impact of social influence is not 

Fig. 4. Indirect effects of trust in guidance to evacuate and creators of the guidance.  
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within the scope of work here. However, future work could provide a 
deeper exploration of the role of social influence in evacuations of high- 
rise residential buildings, such as who occupants look to when deciding 
their response, and how the influence occurs in the immediate moments 
of the emergency. 

4.2. Theoretical and practical implications 

Taken together, the results demonstrate novel insights towards un-
derstanding how trust in the fire safety guidance and its creators are 
related to residents’ decision-making in a fire incident. However, they 
also show that residents’ decision-making about how to respond in a fire 
is nested within their trust in their building and perceived ability to 
adhere. 

Previous social psychological research into disasters has focussed on 
the roles of clear guidance and group relations in evacuation response (e. 
g., Drury et al., 2019), and research into evacuation behaviour has 
examined physical factors impacting ability to evacuate (e.g., Sano 
et al., 2018). The current study is the first time these areas have been 
brought together to examine how the psychological factors of trust in the 
guidance, information providers, and building structure coincide with 
the physical factor of ability to adhere when guiding resident response in 
fire emergencies. 

The importance of trust is a prominent finding in this work, but trust 
may be related to both factors within the occupants’ building and the 
broader societal environment. Our results demonstrate that trust in 
guidance and creators of guidance is related to residents’ perception of 
their physical environment and ability to follow the safety guidance set 
out for their building. However, trust in high-rise residential buildings 
may be impacted by knowledge of fire disasters in similar buildings, 
particularly those with flammable cladding. The finding by Brown et al. 
(2022) that occupants in Ireland were concerned about fires in their 
buildings following the Grenfell Tower fire in England (and subse-
quently changed their fire preparedness behaviours) show how far the 
ramifications of disasters can spread. This points to the importance of 
guidance creators, governing bodies, and distributors of the guidance 
making efforts to build trusting relationships with occupants, including 
by understanding what barriers occupants may face to following the 
guidance. 

Several practical implications can be taken from this research for 
evacuation models and fire safety operational procedures. First, we 
demonstrate that evacuation models which assume residents will 
quickly (or even automatically) adhere to guidance to evacuate or stay 
put may be unrealistic. We provide distributions of residents’ willing-
ness to follow the guidance to evacuate or stay put (from strongly 
disagree to strongly agree) as well as how variables are related to resi-
dents’ willingness (e.g., the significant positive relationship between 
trust in the guidance and willingness to follow it). Modellers can use 
these variables and their inter-relationships to inform scenarios in their 
models. For example, where distributions are used to simulate various 
reasons for occupant delays before evacuating, modellers could include 
delays that represent hesitancy to stay put depending on the perceived 
clarity of the guidance, trust in their building, or pre-existing relations 
with the guidance creators. In these scenarios, there would be a positive 
linear relationship between higher trust in the guidance, building and 
creators, and willingness to adhere. 

Second, we show that organisations providing clear and practical 
guidance is not sufficient to predict residents’ willingness to adhere to it. 
Instead, organisations interested in facilitating willingness to follow 
guidance should focus on residents’ perceived ability to follow the 
guidance and trust in their building. 

Related to this, the third practical implication is that our results 
demonstrate areas that organisations can focus on when informing res-
idents about fire safety policies. The relationship between trust in the 
creators and willingness to adhere highlights the importance of fire and 
rescue service activities such as community engagement to build 

positive pre-existing relations with residents and therefore facilitate 
willingness to follow the fire safety guidance. However, the results also 
demonstrate that residents’ trust in their building and perceived ability 
to adhere to guidance are related to their views of the guidance and its 
creators. As such, fire and rescue services and building management 
associations should focus on engaging with residents’ trust in their 
building (e.g., listening to and addressing concerns about the building 
for the fire safety policies in place), as well as ensuring the guidance is 
clear to residents and can be followed. 

5. Conclusions 

Having clear guidance to evacuate or stay put in high-rise residential 
buildings is important to encourage occupants’ willingness to follow the 
guidance. However, it is not the entire picture. Trust in the fire safety 
guidance and trust in its creators are important factors in whether res-
idents decide to follow their fire safety guidance. This is particularly the 
case for the guidance to stay put, where trust in the guidance and its 
creators were associated with willingness to follow the guidance beyond 
clarity of the guidance alone. Importantly, occupants’ trust that their 
building was sufficiently safe enough for them to follow the guidance 
was related to their trust in both in the guidance and its creators. 

The current study demonstrates that research into occupant response 
to fire incidents in high-rise residential buildings must focus more 
deeply on understanding the impacts of occupants’ trust in the fire safety 
guidance, trust in the people and/or organisations who provide guid-
ance, and trust that their building is equipped to support the stay put 
guidance. In practical terms, we show that assumptions of evacuee 
behaviour such as quick adherence to guidance may be unrealistic. 
Moreover, we illustrate that guidance creators, guidance distributors, 
and governing bodies should make further efforts to build trusting re-
lationships with occupants. In particular, they should attend to occu-
pants’ views of their residential building and the barriers they face when 
following the guidance. Fire safety guidance for new high-rise residen-
tial properties is evolving in response to recent UK fire incidents. This 
will likely include modifications to evacuation strategies and/or 
evacuee notification requirements. As such, the findings of this article 
might prove useful in determining communication strategies with resi-
dents before and during an incident. Finally, we advocate the impor-
tance of incorporating trust into evacuation models and provide 
example distributions that modellers can use to inform occupant 
response in fire scenarios in future research. 
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