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Worst  case  analyses  are  an increas ingly  normal  feature  of  organizat ional  

operat ions .  Such analyses  happen with computer  networks where compl icated 
a lgor i thms are  used to map poss ib i l i t ies  of  system fa i lure ;  i t  happens in  industr ia l  
p lants  where engineers  and sc ient is ts  try  to map the complex systems they 
construct ;  i t  happens in  the bus iness  wor ld where b i l l ions  of  dol lars  and jobs can 
evaporate i f  project ions of  the future are  wrong;  i t  happens in the command and 
control  of  nuclear  weapons where i t  must  serve as  a  proxy for  exper ience about 
tota l  catastrophe.   

I t  i s  important  to understand what  “worst  case” means,  why worst  case 
analyses are increasingly prominent,  and what the consequences are of approaching 
problems in such terms.  Yet  for  a l l  i t s  present  and expanding empir ica l  
importance,  socia l  sc ience has  l i t t le  or  nothing to say about  the var ious forms of  
worst  case th inking and analys is .  What  fo l lows is  an in i t ia l  foray into some of  the 
issues involved in analyz ing worst  cases .  

Public designations of  the worst  
From the start  we must  d is t inguish between planning for  a  worst  case and 

des ignat ing something a  worst  case .  Planning for  a  worst  case i s  future or iented.  
Designat ing a  worst  case is  past  or iented.  Both or ientat ions are  sense-making 
act iv i t ies ,  but  of  d i fferent  th ings .  Planning for  worst  cases  involves  mapping out  
fa i lures  of  system elements ;  that  which is  being made sense of is  the complexity of 
a  soc io-technica l  system. Designat ing something a  worst  case is  the post-hoc 
appl icat ion of  a  label ;  that  which is  being made sense of  is  an event  that ’s  a l ready 
caused harm. Most of what I  have to say concerning p lann in g for  worst  cases is  
about organizat ions ;  most  of  what  I  have to say concerning d e s i gna t i n g a worst case 
i s  about  the publ ic .  

How can we te l l  i f  something is  a  worst  case? Worst  cases generate awe,  
captur ing people ’s  imaginat ions with images and fears  of  overwhelming loss  and 
destruct ion.  But  what  makes something overwhelming? Often an accident  or  
d isaster  i s  judged a  worst  case i f  i t  takes  many l ives ,  or  more l ives  compared to 
previous ,  s imi lar  acc idents  or  d isasters .   

Consider  the Tunguska case .  
In 1908, about  7 :00 in  the morning a  meteor i te  (most  l ike ly ,  sc ient is ts  s t i l l  

aren’ t  sure)  exploded some 3 to 5 mi les  over  S iber ia ,  near  the Tunguska r iver .  The 
object  was probably 200 to 300 feet  wide.  Trees were incinerated within a  9 mi le  
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radius and were knocked down within a  25 mi les  radius .  The Tunguska Event ,  as  i t  
i s  known, was 15 t imes more powerful  than the explosion over Hiroshima.  Shock 
waves c i rc led the g lobe twice .  The explos ion was br ight  enough to read 
newspapers  in the middle  of  the night— i n  B r i t a i n .   

The Tunguska event took few if  any l ives but  imagine what  would happen i f  a  
huge meteor i te  h i t  Manhattan .  Al though highly  unl ike ly ,  th is  poss ib i l i ty  i sn ’ t  
ent i re ly  fantast ic .  I f  a  Tunguska-s ized object  crashed into Manhattan mi l l ions of  
people would be obl i terated.  Survivors  would l ike ly  say  that  having so many die  at  
once made i t  the worst  d isaster  that  ever  happened.   

http://leeclarke.com/images/manhattan. jpg 
 

Art is t ’ s  rendi t ion of  Manhattan af ter  be ing hi t  by a  Tunguska s ized 
object  
 

Or consider  the Hindenburg.  Lis ten to radio broadcaster  Herb Morr ison,  who 
witnessed the crash on 6 May 1937:  

The ship is  r id ing majest ica l ly  toward us ,  l ike some great  feather…There are 
a  number of  important  persons that ’s  on board…It ’s  pract ica l ly  s tanding 
st i l l  now. They’ve dropped ropes out of the nose of the ship and they’ve 
been taken ahold of  down below by a  number of  men.  I t ’s  s tart ing to ra in 
aga in .  The ra in had s lacked up a  l i t t le  b i t .  The fast  (? )  motors  of the ship are 
hold ing i t  uh just  enough to keep i t  f rom…It burst  into f lames .  I t ’ s  burst  
into f lames and i t ’ s  fa l l ing ,  i t ’ s  crashing…Get out  of  the way,  get  out  of  the 
way…Get this  Scotty ,  get  th is  Scotty…It ’s  f i re  and i t ’ s  crashing.  I t ’ s  
c rash ing  ter r ible .  Ooh my,  get  out  of  the way,  p lease . . . i t ’ s  burning,  burst ing 
into f lames .  And i t ’ s  fa l l ing on the mooring mast  and a l l  the fo lks…this  i s  
terr ib le ,  th is  i s  one of  the worst  catastrophes in  the world…four or  f ive  
hundred feet  into the sky . .  i t ’ s  a  terr i f i c  crash ladies  and gent lemen…Oh, 
the humanity  and a l l  the passengers  screaming around here…I can’ t  ta lk  
ladies  and gent lemen.  Honest ,  i t ’ s  just  lay ing there a  mass of  smoking 
wreckage and everybody can’ t  hardly  breathe…I’m going to step ins ide 
where I  c anno t  see  i t… 2 

You watch the v ideo,  or  l i s ten to the broadcast ,  and Morr ison’s  voice is  
ini t ia l ly  smooth and admir ing as the giant Nazi  dir ig ible ,  resplendent technological  
marvel ,  f loats  down to Lakehurst ,  New Jersey .  But  then with a  f lash the a irship 
catches f i re  and i ts  af t  drops fast .  Morr ison is  shocked,  and his  voice starts  to 
crack,  g iv ing us some gl impse into the terror  that  must  have touched the souls  of  
the hundreds of spectators in attendance.  “This  is  one of the worst  catastrophes in 
the wor ld…” sa id Morr ison,  and i t  rea l ly  does look l ike  one.  I t  must  have fe l t ,  
smel led,  l ike doomsday,  a  worst-case come al ive.  

And yet  whi le  the Hindenburg crash was dramatic ,  the carnage was s l ight .  Only 
36 people died (one was on the ground) ;  there were 97 aboard.  The Chal lenger  
space shutt le  accidents  is  an even more extreme example .  Whi le  that  event was 
seen widely as  a  worst  case ,  only seven l ives were lost .   

                                                 
2 You  c an  l i s t en  to  the  who l e  b roadca s t  he r e :  h t t p : / / l e e c l a r k e . c o m / s o u n d / H i n d e n b u r g . w a v . The fi lesize 
i s  2 . 4  megaby t e s .  
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A high fata l i ty  rate  somet imes does qual i fy  an event  as  a  worst  case . 3  But  
that ’s  not  a lways enough.  Thousands of  people can die  in a  s ingle  f lood in the 
third world and the event wi l l  hardly  be not iced in the United States .  But i f  twenty 
Americans drown after  a  hurr icane i t  becomes a  catastrophe of  major proport ions .  
This  observat ion suggests  not  only that  p eople tend to care more about people l ike 
themselves  but  a lso that  there ’s  an unavoidably  socia l  e lement to des ignat ing 
something a worst  case .   

Put different ly ,  accidents and disasters  are most l ikely to be judged worst  cases 
i f  they are  def ined as  rare  and overwhelmingly  destruct ive .  That ’s  why the 
Hindenburg crash looks so horrendous:  a  burning behemoth that  no one can do 
anything about .  This  observat ion ra ises  a  quest ion that  I  have not  been able  to 
resolve :  whether  there is  in  fact  something to invest igate over and above the 
uncontrol lable  acc idents  and events  that  I  ana lyzed in Miss i on  Improbab l e .  

Organizat ional  planning for  worst  cases 
However untoward events  come to be judged worst  cases ,  i t  i s  organizat ions 

that  are  our main concern here .  There is  good reason for  that .  The potent ia l  for  
catastrophic  fa i lure  i s  greater  now than in  the past ,  a  potent ia l  wrought  large ly  by 
organizat ions .  There  i s  some i rony in  that  because i t  i s  to  organizat ions that  we 
must  turn for  effect ive response to catastrophic potent ia l .  Organizat ions  br ing  
mass ive dangers .  But  when hazards turn into disasters ,  organizat ions are  the most  
effect ive tool  avai lable  to mit igate  the consequences .   

The dr ive  to use  worst  case  ana lys is  in  organizat ions i s  part icu lar ly  s t rong,  
because societa l  expectat ions are  such that  leaders  and experts  shou ld  be in 
command.  The key idea in doing a  worst  case analys is  i s  that  one can  f ind the most  
dangerous path.  When organizat ions try  to f ind the worst  case path they at tempt 
to model  the t iming and configurat ion of what can be very fast  moving and chaotic 
events .  As they do such model ing,  they create  ideal  typica l  construct ions of  how 
systems work and don’t  work.  Those construct ions are then sometimes bel ieved 
with in organizat ions as  accurate  representat ions of  rea l i ty ;  as  wel l ,  they are  
sometimes projected to var ious audiences as promises of competence,  control ,  and 
expert ise .  Construct ing such analyses can have a range of consequences .  

One outcome of  such model ing is  that  managers  get  i t  r ight ,  increas ing  the i r  
understanding of  how their  systems work.  A widely  touted consequence of  the 
extens ive p lanning that  went  into preparat ions for  the Y2K rol lover  i s  that  
organizat ions rea l ized previous ly  h idden interdependencies  in  the i r  systems.  I t  i s  
fa i r  to  say ,  indeed,  that  Y2K preparat ions he lped organizat ions to learn about  
systems of  systems.  Al l  that  preparat ion,  and learning,  accounts  for  a  large part  of  
why we didn’t  see important  fa i lures  on 1 January 2000.  

Formal  worst  case analyses  can a lso fac i l i ta te organizat iona l  l earn ing by  
forc ing managers  to imagine poss ib i l i t ies  that  might  not  otherwise  have occurred 
to them. This  i s  a  key funct ion of  the error  report ing system in American a i r  
t raff ic  control ,  wherein pi lots  can report  anonymously  any event  they consider  
dangerous.  One of  the acknowledged resul ts  of  the system is  that  exaggerated 

                                                 
3 A i rbus  i s  c r e a t i ng  p l ane s  tha t  w i l l  c a r r y  555  pa s s enge r s .  When  the  f i r s t  one  goe s  down  I  su spec t  we ’ l l  
a l l  a g r e e  when  someone  c a l l s  i t  a  wor s t  c a s e .  
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events are sometimes reported.  Those exaggerat ions are seen as sources of 
informat ion about  potent ia l  worst  cases .  

But  there i s  a  darker  s ide to worst  case th inking in o rganizat ions.  A worst  case 
analys is  can be used as  a  tool  to just i fy  dangerous technologies  and act iv i t ies .  
Some systems are so complex that  no one rea l ly  understands a l l  the pathways of  
poss ible  interact ions in them. Comprehending how elements affect  each other can 
be especia l ly  hard when systems start  to fa i l .  But  organizat ions can use a  worst  
case analys is  to “show” that  a l l  dangers  have been ful ly  considered and planned 
for .  Sometimes such c la ims are cynical  publ ic  re lat ions efforts ;  sometimes they are 
proffered in earnest . 

When they are  proffered in earnest ,  worst  case analyses  can lead organizat ions 
to think that  they rea l ly  have considered a l l  pathways to disaster ,  lu l l ing them into 
a fa lse sense of securi ty .  That  fa lse sense of securi ty  can in turn h elp to create  the 
very  breakdown that  the organizat ions were p lanning aga inst .  US Army f ighter  
p i lots  shot  down 26 “fr iendl ies” in northern Iraq in 1994.  Those pi lots  were 
conf ident  that  the i r  p lans  and tra in ing prepared them for  a l l  poss ib le  
cont ingencies .  That  confidence prevented them from second,  or  third,  guess ing 
the i r  dec is ion to shoot .4 

A fa lse  sense of  secur i ty  can a lso lead organizat ions ,  most ly  unwit t ingly ,  to  
mis lead the publ ics  they ’re  try ing to serve because managers  use the analys is  as  a  
basi s  to make promises  that  can’ t  be kept .  I t  can a lso lead to diminished publ ic  
safety .  For example,  for several  years after  the Alaska pipel ine opened,  each tanker 
was  escorted out  of  Pr ince Wi l l iam Sound with a  tug .  But  in  what  Freudenburg 
(1992)  ca l l s  “the atrophy of  v ig i lance,” Alyeska abandoned the escort  service ,  
interpret ing the absence of  a  tanker accident  as  evidence that  the service was no 
longer needed. 5 Before the d isaster  the oi l  industry  f igured that  worst  cases  were 
covered and promised as much to Alaskans ,  indeed to a l l  Americans .  When the 
Exxon spi l l  made c lear  that  such was not  the case ,  and that  in fact  the industry ’s  
p lans were fantasy documents ,  any extant  inst i tut ional  t rust  was severe ly  
threatened.   

Worst  case analyses  can protect  organizat ions in a  d ifferent  way too.  When 
something rea l ly  bad happens ,  organizat ions can c la im they d id a l l  that  was 
humanly poss ib le  to prepare for  i t .  This  wi l l  be one resul t  of  the EPA’s  present  
program to require  chemical  companies  to create  worst  case scenar ios  for  the 
communit ies  in which they’re  located.   

Thinking about  and planning for  the worst ,  then,  i s  mult i faceted.  I t  can work 
in a  logica l  way,  as  a  map constructed to discover how systems work,  and how they 
can fa i l .  But  worst  case analys is  can work in other ways too.  Those other ways 
have more pol i t ica l  uses ,  in the sense that  worst  cases analyses become tools  to 
use in power struggles  and conf l ic ts  of  interest .  These dis t inct ly  socia l  aspects  of  
worst  case planning have been neglected in scholarship on accidents  and disasters . 

                                                 
4 F r i e n d l y  F i r e :  T h e  A c c i d e n t a l  S h o o t d o w n  o f  U . S .  B l a c k  H a w k s  o v e r  N o r t h e r n  I r a q ,  b y  S c o t t  A .  S n o o k .   
Pr ince ton :  P r ince ton  Un ive r s i t y  P re s s ,  2000 .  
5 The  s e rv i c e  was  r e in s t a t ed  a f t e r  the  sp i l l .  
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A case of  planning for  the worst  
The Environmenta l  Protect ion Agency,  fo l lowing a  mandate from the Clean 

Air  Act ,  s tar ted a  process  in  1996 that  requires  industr ia l  fac i l i t i es  that  hold or  
produce toxic  chemicals  to create “wor st  case scenar ios .” These scenar ios ,  in one 
form or  another ,  wi l l  be  made ava i lab le  to  loca l  c i t izens .  This  i s  qui te  
unprecedented.  At  the very least ,  the program i tse l f  i s  a  crude indicator  of  how 
important  such scenar ios  are  becoming in our l ives .  Note that  the chemical  
industry  has persuaded the EPA that  the worst  case scenar ios can’ t  go on the 
Internet  without  control l ing access  in  some way.  The cur ious reasoning is  that  
terror is ts  would then have easy access  to dangerous informat ion,  which is  worse 
than bui ld ing dangerous th ings .  I t  i s  a lmost  as  i f  there  i s  no danger  i f  there  are  no 
terror i s ts .  

The miss ion of  the United States ’  Program Manger for  Chemical  
Demil i tar izat ion “ is  to safe ly  and effect ive ly  d ispose of  a l l  U.S .  chemica l  warfare  
mater ie l  whi le  ensur ing maximum protect ion of  the publ ic ,  the workers  and the 
environment .” 6 Those are ser ious goals ,  demanding the very best  we have to offer :  
money,  expert ise ,  communicat ions,  high technology,  tra ining,  and personnel .  Most 
of  a l l ,  the posi t ion demands good planning.  

The US Army oversees 9 faci l i t ies  that  are destroying (or wi l l  destroy) chemical  
weapons.  One fac i l i ty  i s  on Johnston Is land;  the others  are  in Alabama,  Kentucky,  
Utah,  Maryland,  Indiana,  Arkansas ,  Colorado,  and Oregon. 7 The disposal  of  
Amer ica ’s  chemical  arsenal  was mandated by Congress in 1985.  The Army has 
roughly 30,000 tons of  mater ie l  to dispose of ,  and they hope to get  r id of  i t  a l l  by 
2007.  There is  some urgency to the mandate because some of the containers are 40 
years  o ld  and the i r  integr i ty  i s  dec l in ing .  Stor ing the mater ia l s  becomes 
increas ingly  d i ff icul t  and expensive .  The k inds of  mater ia l  to be destroyed inc lude 
VX, phosgene,  Sar in ,  chlor ine ,  var ious mustard gasses .  Almost  a l l  of  the Army’s  
arsenal  i s  color less ,  odor less ,  and can incapacitate people in “seconds to minutes.” 

http://leeclarke .com/images/canisters . jpg 
 

Canisters/project i les  holding chemica l  weapons 
 
The destruct ion plant  in  Oregon is  ca l led the Umat i l la  Chemi ca l  Disposa l  

Fac i l i ty  and is  current ly  under  construct ion.  I t  i s  a l so becoming a  s i te  of  major  
pol i t ica l  conf l ic t  because some people  are  quest ioning whether  the Army can be 
trusted to handle the s i te  safe ly .  People have heightened r isk percept ions,  as  some 
might put i t ,  because of some events that  have happened in Utah.   

About 12 miles south of Tooele ,  Utah is  another chemical  weapons destruct ion 
fac i l i ty .  I t  i s ,  says  the Army,  “the f i rs t  fu l l -sca le  fac i l i ty  in  the cont inenta l  United 
Sta tes  bu i l t  to  des t roy chemical  weapons and agent .” Tooele holds 45% of the 
United States ’  s tockpi le  of  chemical  weapons (about  14 tons) .  Reading through 
the ir  mater ia l ,  denizens are  assured that  any r i sk  i s  under  control .  One reason for  

                                                 
6 h t t p : / / w w w - p m c d . a p g e a . a r m y . m i l / g r a p h i c a l / t o u r . h t m l 
7 h t t p : / / w w w - p m c d . a p g e a . a r m y . m i l / g r a p h i c a l / C S D P / S L / i n d e x . h t m l.  Note  tha t  the  Army  r e ad i l y  l i s t s  
the  loca t ion  o f  these  f ac i l i t i e s ,  though  the  EPA and  the  chemica l  indus t r y  th ink  tha t  r evea l ing  the  
l o c a t i o n  o f  n o n- weapons  chemica l  f a c i l i t i e s  i s  t oo  dange rous .  
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that  i s  that  the fac i l i ty  i s  overprotected.  There ’s  a  capt ion bes ide the picture of  
some otherwise bland looking pipes that  reads :  

Extra  protect ion:  Carbon f i l ter  banks ensure that  no agent  i s  re leased 
through the stack 8 

ht tp ://leec larke .com/images/greypipes . jpg 
 

In May 2000 some agent was re leased through the stack.  The “agent” was Sar in 
nerve gas  which “ inhibi ts  nerve conduct ion” in “seconds to minutes .”  I t  was Sar in 
that  Shoko Asahara terror is ts  re leased in Tokyo subways in 1995,  k i l l ing 12 and 
injur ing over 5 ,000.  The Tooele accident i tse l f  was a  system accident ,  in Perrow’s  
sense of  the term. Severa l  fa i l ing subsystems interacted in unexpected ways ,  
baff l ing operators  who ignored a larms.  Al l  of  that  was exacerbated by a  common 
in t ra -group conf l ic t :  the fa i lure  began on the afternoon shif t ,  which lef t  the 
problem for  the night  shif t  to deal  with .  That  lead to a  cascade of  fa i lures ,  which 
eventual ly  lead to something the Army sa id could not  happen—the release of nerve 
gas to the atmosphere.  

The Army has s teadfast ly  promised that  there is  no r isk to workers  or  the 
publ ic .  Army off ic ia ls  have a lso sa id that  i f  any problem we r e  to  occur  the i r  
cont ingency plans would kick in to conta in any damage.  These are c lass ic  s igns of  
over -promis ing and symbol ic  p lanning,  as  I  deta i l  in  Miss i on  Improbab l e .  After  the 
Sar in leak at  Tooele  the Army and the s tate  of  Utah responded as  organizat ions 
typica l ly  respond.  First  came the assurance from Utah’s  Divis ion of  Sol id and 
Hazardous Waste  that  there  was “no heal th threat  to workers  or  the off-post  
community .” 9 “Computer  ana lys is  indicated that  there  were no potent ia l  hea l th 
effects  to any human who was further than eight feet  from the common stack,” 
sa id  the Army’s  report .10 Next came the independent studies .  The Army, 
concluding that  “human error” and “equipment malfunct ion” were to blame,  then 
inst i tuted a  raf t  of  technica l  f ixes  that  wi l l  undoubtedly  ensure that  th is  part icular  
acc ident  wi l l  never  happen again.  The Army made 29 recommendat ions in i ts  
repor t ,  most  having to do with engineer ing issues  but  a lso recommending,  aga in 
typica l ly ,  bet ter  t ra in ing for  operators ,  more exper ience for  operators ,  c learer  
instruct ions ,  bet ter  procedures ,  and better  communicat ion.    

As noted,  off ic ia l s  promised that  the Sar in leak would never  happen again .  
That ’s  probably  true .   

But  here ’s  a  l i s t  of  other  leaks at  Tooele :  
May 2 –  Sar in   
May 4 –  Sar in   
June 12 – mustard gas  
Ju ly  3  –  mustard gas  
Ju ly  11 – mustard gas  
Lucki ly ,  in every case,  says the Army, “There was no danger  to the surrounding 

communit ies  or  to the environment .” 11 

                                                 
8 h t t p : / / w w w . e q . s t a t e . u t . u s / e q s h w / c d s/TPic tHP1 .h tm  
9 S ee  the  “comp le t ed  i nve s t i g a t i on  l e t t e r ”  a t  
h t t p : / / w w w . e q . s t a t e . u t . u s / e q s h w / c d s / A g e n t R e l e a s e R e p o r t . H T M  
10 h t t p : / / w w w . e q . s t a t e . u t . u s / e q s h w / c d s / T O C D F _ A R R / A r m y R e p o r t / M a i n R e p o r t . p d f  
11 h t t p : / / w w w - p m c d . a p g e a . a r m y . m i l / t e x t / C S D P / I P / P R / i n d e x . h t m l 
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Were the accidents at  Tooele worst  cases? The one on May 20—the one that ’s  
generated the most  concern—was a worst  case in the sense that  there were severa l  
unexpected fa i lures  that  resu l ted in  a  re lease that  the Army said could not happen.  
That  i s  to say ,  the operators  d id not  have control  of  their  dangerous system.  

But the May 20 accident was c lear ly  not a  worst  case in the sense of being a 
threat  to the publ ic .  And yet  I ’m not sure there ’s  much sol ace to be taken from 
that  fact .  There’s  reason for skept ic ism, because the managers have responded in 
the usual  fashion to quest ions about their  abi l i t ies  to control  everything they c la im 
they can control .  After  researchers  at  the Univers i ty  of  Ar izona conducted a  r i sk  
percept ion study of  people  in 10 states ,  d iscover ing fa i r ly  widespread dis trust  of  
the Army,  the Army sa id :  

Based on informat ion needs ident i f ied in th is  survey ,  we wi l l  expand and 
coordinate  our  act iv i t ies  to  ensure  that  informat ion regard ing [the program] 
reaches the publ ic  so that  they can fee l  more secure with their  level  of  
protect ion and their  knowledge of  what  to do in an emergency.  

What  i s  typica l  about  the Army’s  response is  the presumption that  the only  
problem with the publ ic ’s  assessments  is  a  lack of  informat ion.  If  only  the publ ic  
knew what  the experts  know, goes the argument ,  i t  would trust  the Army when 
told that  safety  i s  guaranteed and that  the worse poss ib le  fa i lure  has  been 
cons idered and i s  under  control . 

Exper ience with other cases in which managers over -promised suggests  that  
leaders  in  Oregon are  set t ing themselves  up for  t rouble .  Over -promising safety and 
coverage of every important contingency can lead to inst i tut ional  complacency and 
publ ic  d is t rust .  Organizat ions  sometimes make excess ive c la ims,  and then can’t  
l ive up to their  promises .  Publ ics  are  often baff led and angered when 
organizat ions seem incapable  of  adequate response.  When the often substant ia l  
gaps between what  organizat ions say  th e y  can  do  and what they can  a c tua l l y  do  
become publ ic ,  inst i tut ional  legi t imacy is  threatened and the probabi l i ty  of popular 
d is t rust  increases .  

I  have ca l led th is  s i tuat ion one of  s o c ia l  l ique fa c t i on .   Liquefact ion is  when the 
ground becomes highly  f lu id in  an earthquake;  i t  usua l ly  happens on landf i l l  or  
where the water -table is  high,  and the soi l  can become so saturated with water  that  
i t  becomes unstable .  The resul t  can be catastrophic  i f  bui ld ings or  other  l i fe-
support ing s t ructures  are  bui l t  on i t .  Soc ia l  l iquefact ion happens when 
organizat ions and the ir  leaders  can’ t  l ive  up to the ir  c la ims,  promises ,  or  p lans .  
The bonds of  inst i tut ional  t rust  between people  and organizat ions are  often qui te  
tenuous,  eas i ly  broken by the s l ightest  act  of  misfeasance,  malfeasance,  or  
recreancy.  When the inevitable accident (even catastrophe) happens,  r isk managers 
rare ly  volunteer  the i r  respons ib i l i ty  for  the  damage or  recognize  that  d i f f icu l t  to  
measure things might suffer .  More common are publ ic re lat ions campaigns,  marked 
by c l ichés  (“ l i fe  i s a  r i sk”)  and denunciat ions (“chicken l i t t le  was scared too”) .  
People  know publ ic  re lat ions campaigns have more to do with se l l ing products  
than communicat ion,  and sa lespeople do not  command high levels  of  t rust . 

Thus I  expect  that  examining “worst  cases” and the socia l  construct ion of  
worst  case scenar ios wi l l  lead to issues of  inst i tut ional  leg i t imacy and trust .  Such a  
focus wi l l  urge an emphas is  on how organizat ions t ry  to pos i t ion themselves  in  
pol i t ica l  s t ruggles  so that  the ir  own def in i t ions of  “the w orst” prevai l ,  and so that  
responsibi l i ty  for  los ing control ,  and caus ing damage,  i s  d i f fused.  The issue of  
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worst  cases  affords a  new opportunity  to explore the power of  organizat ions ,  and 
of managers ,  in modern society .  


