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Preface

In the early morning hours of June 12, 2016, a lone gunman entered Pulse nightclub in downtown 
Orlando, Florida, and during a period of hours, terrorized, held hostage and ultimately killed 49 
individuals and injured more than 60 individuals. Many of those killed came from the LGBTQ 
community and from the Latino community. At the time of the incident, this was the highest multiple 
fatality shooting event in contemporary American history, a dim record that stood for a little more 
than one year, when another gunman opened fire at an open air concert in Las Vegas, Nevada, 
resulting in the death of 59 people.

These kinds of mass casualty, multiple fatality shootings and other attacks are unfortunately a 
common occurrence in American society. Prior events are recalled by simply naming the cities 
that are etched in collective memory: Boston, Charleston, San Bernardino, Aurora, Sandy Hook, 
Columbine, Blacksburg (Virginia Tech), Orlando, Las Vegas...for every city where an event has 
occurred, there are other places where possible threats have been stopped before deadly plans were 
set forth. Not long ago, the home university of the authors, the University of Central Florida (UCF), 
was the scene of an intended mass shooting incident reminiscent of what occurred in Las Vegas; a 
student pulled the fire alarm of his residence hall with intention to climb to the roof and fire on the 
crowd of assembled people who evacuated from the building. Thanks to the alert observations of 
another student, security were called, and the would-be shooter took his own life before firing a shot 
aimed at anyone else. 

In these pages, we report on research conducted regarding the City of Orlando’s response to 
the shooting at Pulse nightclub. The focus is on the administrative and leadership responses, 
organizational and institutional designs, and community supports that allowed the City to respond 
to the tragedy in a way that was sensitive to the needs of victims and family members, empower 
the local and global community, and implement in such a manner that lessons for other jurisdictions 
can be extracted. This is our role: to help tell Orlando’s story, provide insight and observations from 
an outside perspective for the City’s future development as a resilient City, and suggest lessons and 
recommendations so that the emotional and human toll of a mass casualty event and Mass Fatality 
Incident (MFI) need not be unacceptably high, on top of the pain inflicted by the perpetrator. 

In describing what this research and report is, it is equally important to clearly state what it is not. 
We, the authors of this report, are concerned and horrified (words that seem mostly hollow and 
empty in the face of such human madness) by acts of terrorism, mass murder, rampant gun violence, 
and insufficient attention paid to mental health in society. This is not a report about these issues. 

Unfortunately (another hollow, empty, and wholly disempowering word), we write this report with 
the assumption that future incidents like the Pulse or Las Vegas shooting will not only occur but 
may occur more often, in more places, and affect a greater diversity of people. Pulse victims were 
mostly young, mostly male, mostly gay, and mostly Hispanic. Las Vegas victims were mostly white 
and mostly middle-aged. San Bernardino victims were working professionals; Aurora victims were 
enjoying leisure time at the cinema; Boston victims were athletes and fans of athletics; Charleston 
victims were black churchgoers; Sandy Hook victims were children and the adults whose job was to 
help prepare their young minds for a future life of success and opportunity. No group is immune, no 
community is without risk, no City has the freedom to say: “such a thing will never happen here.”

This report is not an indictment of violence, terrorism, mass murder, or crime, and it is not a 
guidebook for how to prevent these incidents. We take no position on immigration or refugee policy, 
gun control, or mental health care. At the same time, we offer no judgment regarding the overall 
success of the City of Orlando’s specific response to the Pulse shooting. This is not an evaluation 
report; it is a narrative reporting of what happened, when, and, to the extent we can discern, why. We 
might not have the power with our limited words here to stop these kinds of attacks, but, through 
the example and experiences of City of Orlando officials, we hope to help communities become 
more cohesive, remain united when violence occurs, and to help Cities to provide the services and 
resources to effectively take care of their own staff while tending to the needs of the people they 
serve every day. 
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Preface

Briefly, we explain the title of the report: I’mPulse. We learned throughout the research process 
that City officials acted not impulsively, which suggests rashness and irrationality. Rather, they acted 
with great impulse, driven by energy, compassion, and instinct that has been developed over many 
years of working together in a tight-knit City government culture. At the same time, City officials 
demonstrated a strong affinity, not only with the victims of the tragedy, but with the community. 
Orlando united as one, and City officials shared identity, effectively saying I am Pulse; I am Orlando; 
We stand as one. As such, the title has multiple meanings. 

On a personal note, we thank the public servants who participated in this project. To say we have 
been inspired by their example, commitment to public service, and willingness to self-sacrifice to 
benefit others would be an understatement. Except for the case of Orlando Mayor Buddy Dyer, 
no quotes are attributed to specific individuals. These are people who are anonymous but are not 
unsung. Their work and their lives are appreciated, and so we close this preface with a simple “thank 
you.”



I’MPULSE   |   v   

Executive Summary

Findings, lessons and recommendations can be summarized by the formula 3P=CP: People, Places, 
and Partnerships = Compassionate Performance. Ultimately, this is what the City achieved: the people 
developed and used the places and leveraged the partnerships to perform compassionately in the 
interests of victims, families of victims, and the whole community. 

People
The right people stepped up outside their regular duties and exercised responsible discretion and 

clear leadership. This was not an accident of fate but the result of years of development of staff 
across the City organization in specific skills and broad principles and practices of management 
and communication. The leadership of the Mayor and his core executive team set the tone and 
led by example, activating the trust-based relationships that define the culture of the workplace. 
Additionally, during and after the incident, staff and leadership were provided access to mental health 
services, which facilitated coping, continued performance, and transition from response to normal 
operations. 

Places
The City of Orlando may have been fortunate to have venues available to stage the immediate 

and long-term assistance centers for victims and families of victims. Though fortunate, leadership 
exercised strong judgment is utilizing the spaces and places available to create a welcoming and 
responsive environment for community members who needed access, while also maintaining a 
proper distance between media and victims. Importantly, City officials learned what worked and 
adjusted in the transition from the reunification and family notification process housed at one City 
facility to the Family Assistance Center (FAC). 

Partnerships
City officials leveraged long-standing relationships with community organizations and actively 

sought to build new relationships with the purpose of providing multiple services and care to victims 
and families of victims. This was evident in the facilitation of and cooperation in memorial events in 
the days following the incident, as well as for the one-year mark. It was evident in the call for and 
support received from community volunteers to assist the response operation, including providing 
translation services. It was evident in the joint efforts pursued between City, County, and Federal 
agencies as resources were identified and allocated to ensure compassionate performance. 

Compassionate Performance
The pages of this report detail the convergence of the 3Ps into Compassionate Performance. 

Indeed, this report is meant to help other cities preparing for man-made tragedies such as Pulse. 
City officials continue to think about their response and grow from that reflection. They also pay it 
forward with immediate assistance to other communities in need, such as Las Vegas. 
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Research Note

The findings in this report are based upon analysis of 600 pages of interview notes with more than 
35 public officials from the City of Orlando and Orange County. Each interview lasted approximately 
one hour. When necessary, the research team interviewed people again to clarify their comments or 
to seek additional information. Those interviews also lasted approximately one hour. 

During interviews, recording was prohibited so two members of the research team took notes while 
another asked questions. We followed a semi-structured interview process, meaning that we probed 
additional areas that needed further explanation or clarification. Upon completion of the interview, 
the team analyzed the data to find patterns — to provide a 360-degree view of the City’s response to 
the Pulse nightclub tragedy. Quotes in the report come directly from interview subjects. The quotes 
represent the person’s thoughts, feelings, and beliefs about what took place during the response 
period. We want to be clear that the quotes represent only that person’s view, which is valid as a lived 
experience, and not a representation of the entire City response. The quotes are valid and help tell 
the story from different perspectives. The only name included in the document is Mayor Buddy Dyer, 
who was the spokesperson from the beginning, setting the tone for the entire response, recovery, and 
community building efforts.  

Most interviewees were concentrated in functional areas under the domain of the Mayor’s office 
(e.g., public information, communications, neighborhood relations, constituent relations), plus 
specific areas pressed into service for this incident response (e.g., emergency operations, venues, 
transportation). Not all interviewees had prior experience in an emergency response effort, and 
all were new to the idea of responding to the, at the time, largest mass shooting in American 
history. Interviews, as such, focused on the function purview of those participation in this process. 
Though not the focus of interviews, several interviewees pointed to the importance of elected City 
commissioners through the response process. We acknowledge this important role but do not 
discuss it at any length within this report.
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List of Acronyms

AAR
AEAP
BSC
C4
CAO               
CSO   
CWS
EAP 
EIL
EMS
EOC
ESF
FAC
FBI
FDLE
FEMORS
FRC
HFUW
ME
MEO
MFI
NCVC
OFD
OPD
ORMC
OUAC
PIO  
PTSD
SBA
SoDo
SWAT
UCF  

After Action Report
Antiterrorism and Emergency Assistance Program 
Beardall Senior Center
Chief Administrative Officer, Chief Financial Officer, City Attorney, and Chief of Staff
Chief Administrative Officer
Community Service Officer
Camping World Stadium
Employee Assistance Program 
Emergency Information Line
Emergency Medical Services
Emergency Operations Center
Emergency Support Function
Family Assistance Center
Federal Bureau of Investigation
Florida Department of Law Enforcement 
Florida Emergency Mortuary Operations Response System
Family Reunification Center
Heart of Florida United Way
Medical Examiner
Medical Examiner’s Office
Mass Fatality Incident
National Center for Victims of Crime 
Orlando Fire Department
Orlando Police Department
Orlando Regional Medical Center
Orlando United Assistance Center
Public Information Officer 
Posttraumatic Stress Disorder
Small Business Administration
South of Downtown
Special Weapons And Tactics
University of Central Florida
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