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Why understanding behaviour matters for flood risk

management?

In her Editorial of June 2020, Burrell Montz touched
upon many of the parallels between managing the global
pandemic and flood risk management. Over the recent
months, I have also been struck by many of the similari-
ties, particularly in relation to the role of individual
decision-making and consequently the behavioural
response of those at risk. When watching the recent and
ongoing news about the COVID-19 crisis and the actions
of us all over these difficult months, I have been
reminded of how the impact of human behaviour and
our decisions matter for both our individual and collec-
tive outcomes. We are all having to make decisions every
day about our exposure to risks and behavioural actions
we may take to mitigate them (e.g., should I go to the
supermarket later in the day as it is less busy? Should I
drive to my destination, rather than take public trans-
port? When it is best I wear a mask? Should I accept a
vaccine if offered?). The behavioural response of those at
risk of flooding can also be of critical importance to both
individual and community impact and is a key theme
running through many of the papers in this special issue.

Early considerations of the role of perceptions of risk
and behaviour in natural hazards research include the
‘Human Ecology’ work of the ‘Chicago School’ in the
1960s and 1970s. This seminal work by geographers, and
which sparked my own interest in flooding and natural
events, started the consideration of the roles and actions
of individuals at risk and that the impacts of floods are as
much to do with the response and coping mechanisms of
both the state and the society affected as the physical
processes experienced (e.g., Burton, 1965; Burton
et al., 1978; Hewitt & Burton, 1971; Kates, 1962;
White, 1964, 1974). Behavioural research into natural
hazards has developed considerably since these early con-
siderations and encompasses a wide variety of disciplines
(e.g., psychology, sociology, political science, philosophy
and ethics, etc.). It is widely acknowledged that the rela-
tionship between risk awareness, risk understanding,
attitudes towards risk and behaviour response are
extremely complex (e.g., Garvin, 2001; Slovic, 2000) and

thus encouraging positive behaviour can be challenging.
However, in the same way that individual responses are
needed to take effective and appropriate action during
the COVID-19 crisis, individual and group responses and
behaviours are also at the heart of effective flood risk
management. Decisions by those at risk (and subsequent
action or inaction) span the entire spectrum of flood risk
management and may include, as examples, decisions
and behaviour concerning: purchasing a property in a
flood risk area, action taken to reduce risk, response dur-
ing an event and actions taken in order to recover.

Understanding behaviour and citizens' behavioural
response to risk information is equally, if not more,
important as improving our understanding of the flood
hazard. Whilst for instance it may be important to under-
take research to improve the spatial accuracy of a flood
forecast, what use is this if individuals do not believe this
forecast or take action to respond effectively? Since its
inception, studies in the Journal of Flood Risk Manage-
ment have made significant contributions to understand-
ing flood risk behaviours including in the areas of
mitigation influencing behaviours (e.g., Becker
et al., 2014; Bubeck et al.,, 2012; Everett et al., 2018;
Slotter et al., 2020), during flood response (e.g., Diakakis
et al.,, 2020; Enriquez-de-Salamanca, 2020; Jonkman &
Vrijling, 2008; Neal et al., 2011; Shah et al., 2012), related
to  communication styles (e.g., Seebauer &
Babcicky, 2018; Stephenson et al., 2018) and flood recov-
ery (e.g., Ge et al., 2017; Tariq et al., 2014).

A number of papers in this Issue of the Journal of
Flood Risk Management (Volume 14, Issue 2—June 2021)
also add to this valuable collection of research about
flood risk behaviour. Both Netzel et al.(2021) and
Champonnois and Erdlenbruch (2021) focus on different
factors that influence the willingness and uptake of indi-
vidual flood risk management options in the context of
pluvial floods in Germany and Southern France, respec-
tively. Risk perception and knowledge are important
determinants in both studies, whilst Netzel et al. (2021)
also identify the influence of the education and housing
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conditions on flood risk behaviour. Additionally,
Champonnois and Erdlenbruch (2021) consider the will-
ingness to pay for measures and the economic viability of
the implementation of such measures, recognising this as
a significant barrier to effective uptake of measures.
Barendrecht et al. (2021) in their analysis of historical
flooding in England in particular focus on the role of
flood experience on preparedness and the implementa-
tion of flood mitigation behaviour. They observe regional
differences in their findings, which indicate that it may
not only be the experience of flooding that is important
to response, but also the nature and severity of that event.
Finally, in their investigation of during flooding actions
of individuals, Shirvani et al. (2021) present an agent-
based simulation that utilises behavioural rules to evalu-
ate the different potential responses of both public evac-
uees and professional responders. Their outcomes
provide useful evidence about the required number of
responders and quantifies levels of flood risk reduction
and can inform plans and response strategies; however,
the authors also call for additional behavioural evidence
to improve their modelled scenarios.

The importance of behavioural actions is only going
to intensify in the future. We are increasingly asking indi-
viduals to participate in a much greater way to managing
their own risk. This, in turn, means we are potentially
asking them to make more complex individual decisions
about their risks and what their behaviours should
be. This also raises the significance of research into
approaches to encourage effective flood risk management
behaviours, an area that the Journal of Flood Risk Man-
agement recognises the value of and will continue to
champion.
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