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More Detailed Cause Map
Add detail as information becomes available.

1

3 Solutions

Problem
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COCOANUT gROVE NIGHTCLUB FIRE - 1942

There were 492 fatalities and more than 150 injuries when a 
fire broke out at the popular Boston night spot, the Cocoanut 
Grove.  It was 10:15PM, November 28, 1942 when a fire 
started in the basement Melody Lounge.  The fire quickly 
spread due to the lack of sprinklers and the highly 
combustible decorations.  The crowds tried to flee the fire but 
were trapped due to locked and obstructed exits, exit doors 
that opened in rather than out, and a main entrance that 
consisted of one revolving door.

492 fatalities in deadliest  night club fire
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Cause Map

2 Analysis

Safety Goal 
Impacted

492 
fatalities, 

166 injuries

Large fire
Large fire

AND

Patrons could
not exit 

building in time

Couldn't find 
exits

Exit doors 
opened 
inward

Could not get 
out main 

entrance door

Single
revolving door

Exits were 
covered

Exit signs not 
illimunated

Nightclub lost 
power

No 
emergency 
power to 

AND

Exit doors 
locked

AND

Small fire

No sprinkler 
system

AND

Restaurants 
did not require 

sprinkler 
systems

Flammable
decorations

Ignition 
Source

AND

Fire spread 
fast

Match lit by 
bus boy?

Evidence: Patrons saw 
busboy light a match and 
soon after noticed flames 

Faulty
electrical 
wiring?

Evidence:  Electrical work had recently been 
done on new Broadway Lounge  by unlicensed 
contractor - same contractor did work in 
Melody loung where fire started

Highly 
combustible 
decorations

Evidence:  Witness 
testimony

Evidence:  Exit entrance from main 
floor was initially locked and 
covered with drapes.

Evidence:  Fire started at 
10:15 and by 10:18 had 
spread throughout the club

Ineffective 
fire proofing 
treatment

Heat

Fuel

Oxygen

AND

AND

Property Goal 
Impacted

Complete 
destruction

of club

AND

Not identified 
in fire 

inspection

Boston had not 
adopted new 
Building Exit 

Code
Evidence:  NFPA released 
new Building Exit Code in 
Feb 1942 - included:
- Exits marked, unobstructed 
and well lit
- Revolving doors not 
adequate unless collapsible

Not identified 
in fire 

inspection

Material of 
construction

Testing 
method failed 

to flag 
flammability

AND

AND

Not identified
in fire 

inspection

Not identified
in fire 

inspection

AND

Testing 
method 

ineffective

Evidence: Testing 
method consisted of 
holding a match next to 
materials

#1

#2

#3

#3

#4

#5

#6

#6

#6

#6

# Location of solution and 
the cause that it controls

Large fire492 fatalities,
166 injuries

Basic Level Cause Map - Start with simple Why questions.

Safety Goal
Impact

Effect Cause

Evidence:

Solution:

Small fire

Why? Why? Why?

Ignition source

Why?

What Problem(s) Night club fire, 492 fatalities
When Date November 28, 1942

Time 10:15 PM
Different, unusual, unique night club exceeded allowable capacity, 

~1000 patrons at the club vs. capacity of 430; 
recently expanded Broadway lounge

Where Facility, site Cocoanut Grove Night Club
Unit, area, equipment Melody Lounge
Task being performed Normal operations

Impact to the Goals
Safety 492 fatalities, 166 injuries
Environmental NA
Cust. Service Significant customer service impact
Production-Schedule Significant 
Property, Equip, Mtls Complete destruction of club
Labor, Time Fire response, medical treatment, clean-up, 

investigation

Evidence:  Ceilings and walls 
were covered with cloth

No. Action Item Cause
1 Ensure back-up power 

supply for exit signs
No emergency power to 
signs

2 Require alternate exit for 
revolving door, or make 
revolving door collapsible

Single revolving door

3 Require exits to be 
unobstructed

Exit doors locked; Exits were 
covered

4 Require restaurants to 
have sprinkler systems

Restaurants did not require 
sprinkler systems

5 Improve methods for 
testing for flammability in 
materials

Testing method ineffective

6 Enforce Building Exit Code Not identified during fire 
inspection

AND

Evidence:  Reports from 
fire department




