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Executive Summary 

Why Was Boston Strong? 
Lessons from the Boston Marathon Bombing1 

O n April 15, 201 3 , a t 2:4 9 pm , an im pro v ise d explo siv e dev ice (IED ) deto nat e d near the finis h line of the 
Bo sto n Marat ho n. Three peo ple died, and mo re than 260 othe rs neede d ho spit al care , many hav ing lo st 
lim bs or suffe r e d  ho rrific wo unds. Tho se explo sio ns began abo ut 100 ho urs  of inte nse dram a  that riv e te d 
the atte nt io n of the natio n . Th e  respo nse by em e rge ncy medic al, em erge ncy manage m e nt , and law 
enfo rce me nt agenc ie s  and by the public at large has no w beco me kno w n co llo quially as “Bo sto n Stro ng.”   

This report, through analysis of selected aspects of the Marathon events, seeks lessons that can help 
response organizations in Boston and other locales improve preparation both for emergencies that may 
occur at “fixed” events like the Marathon and for “no notice” events like those that began with the 
murder of Officer Collier at MIT and concluded the next day with the apprehension of the alleged 
perpetrators in Watertown. The repo rt is prim arily base d on a serie s of inte nsive inte rv iew s co nduc t e d in 
the sum me r and fall of 2013 with senio r leade rs  of majo r law enfo rc eme nt , emerge nc y m anagem e nt, and 
emerge nc y medic al organizat io ns  who candidly share d their expe rie nce s in and insight s abo ut  these 
event s. 2   

View e d as a who le, the  event s  fo llo w ing the Marat ho n bom bing  po se d eno rmo us challe nge s. T he respo nse 
spanne d geo graphic bo undarie s, l ev e ls of gov e rnm e nt  (lo cal, stat e , and fede ral) , pro fe ssio nal discipline s, 
and the public and priv at e secto rs, bringing to ge t he r in bo th well - planne d and spo nt aneo us way s 
organizat io ns with wide ly vary ing operat ing no rm s, pro ce dures, cult ure s, so urc es of autho rity , perspe c t iv e s, 
and inte re sts.   

intra- and cross-organization drills and exercises, and generated experience during actual 
events. 
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through which responding organizations were deployed and managed. The respo nse organizat io ns –  
part ic ularly at senio r lev e ls –  
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and Friday appre he nsio n of the seco nd suspe c t in Wate rt ow n , in part because of an overload of 
indiv idual public safe ty offic e rs operat ing as indiv iduals rathe r than in discipline d unit s.  

• Public safety organizations should develop improved doctrine, better training, and practice 
through exercises to ensure effective “micro-command” in crises. W hile office rs typic ally lo ok fo r 
com mand autho rity when operat ing at a scene with gro ups fro m their own agenc ie s, they are less 
like ly to do so when they hav e deploy e d as indiv iduals and arriv e at an em erg e ncy site on their 
own. Exce pt fo r situat io ns when near - inst ant aneo us actio n is require d to prese rve life , do ct rine 
sho uld be dev e lo pe d and  offic e rs sho uld be traine d to loo k fo r autho rity at a scene of mass actio n, 
even if co mm and is take n by  so me o ne  fro m  anot he r organizat io n.  

• Improved discipline and training is needed to control weapons fire when public safety officers 
from many organizations are present. Contro l ov er fields of fire and autho rizat ion to fire is ano t her 
crit ic al micro - co mm and issue in a ny  rapidly - e vo lv ing, high - st re ss, emo t io n - lade n  event .  I t is 
dram at ic ally mo re com plicat e d when  a “ sudde n team ”  of peo ple from diffe re nt  agenc ie s are 
thro w n to ge t he r  unde r circum st ance s where there is no pre - de te rm ine d com m and struc t ure .  

• Improved protocols and control systems for parking emergency vehicles at an actual or potential 
emergency site must be developed and effectively communicated/emphasized to officers by 
dispatchers and on-scene commanders during an event to prevent obstruction of further 
movement that may be required. 

• In complex, multi-agency events, teams of responders in the field should be structured to take 
advantage of both the local knowledge of conditions that the “home” organization possesses and 
the quantity and specialized resources that outside 




