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About the report

As part of a project led by the Understanding Risk group at Cardiff University (supported by the Economic and 
Social Research Council, Climate Change Consortium for Wales1 and the Sustainable Places Research Institute2), 
Climate Outreach convened a one day workshop in Oxford in June 2015, bringing together researchers and 
practitioners from academia, civil society and the policy arena, with expertise from across the natural and social 
sciences.

The purpose of the workshop was to share and synthesise knowledge, as well as identify areas of agreement 
DQG�ŌEHVW�SUDFWLFHō�SULQFLSOHV�IRU�FRPPXQLFDWLQJ�ŴRRG�ULVNV�LQ�D�FKDQJLQJ�FOLPDWH��$�GUDIW�RI�WKHVH�EHVW�SUDFWLFH�
principles was produced during the second half of the workshop, and then developed through further analysis 
RI�DXGLR�UHFRUGLQJV�RI�ZRUNVKRS�GLVFXVVLRQV��7KLV�UHSRUW�UHŴHFWV�WKH�RXWFRPHV�RI�WKH�ZRUNVKRS���L�H��D�V\QWKHVLV�
of expert views, not a comprehensive review of the literature. It is primarily designed as a practical resource, so 
referencing in the text itself has been kept to a minimum, with a list of further reading suggested at the end of 
the report. The workshop was held at Pembroke college, Oxford University, on June 10th 2015. 
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and endorse the nine principles for public engagement derived from these discussions”.
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'XULQJ�WKH�ZLQWHU�RI������������ƓHUFH�ZLQWHU�ZHDWKHU�FDXVHG�KDYRF�DFURVV�WKH�8.��
/DUJH�SDUWV�RI�WKH�6RPHUVHW�/HYHOV�ZHUH�VXEPHUJHG��:DOHV�ZDV�EDWWHUHG�E\�FRDVWDO�
storms, Hull residents were evacuated from their homes and Cornwall was cut off by 
UDLO��DV�WKH�OLQH�DW�'DZOLVK�FROODSVHG�LQWR�WKH�VHD��$OWKRXJK�VWRUPV�DUH�DQ�LQWHJUDO�SDUW�
RI�WKH�%ULWLVK�ZLQWHU��WKHVH�ŴRRGV�OHIW�WKHLU�PDUN�RQ�WKH�QDWLRQDO�FRQVFLRXVQHVV��OHDGLQJ�
the news agenda for weeks on end and causing disruption to thousands of people’s 
lives.

There is a long history of academic interest in how individuals and communities in 
WKH�8.�KDYH�UHVSRQGHG�WR�ŴRRGV�DQG�RWKHU�H[WUHPH�ZHDWKHU�HYHQWV��$QG�WKHUH�KDYH�
EHHQ�VRPH�SUDFWLFDO�UHVSRQVHV�WR�WKH�FKDOOHQJHV�FRPPXQLWLHV�LQ�ŴRRG�DIIHFWHG�DUHDV�
face (from the emergency plans of regional councils, to the resources of organisations 
OLNH�WKH�(QYLURQPHQW�$JHQF\���%XW�LQ�D�FKDQJLQJ�FOLPDWH��ŴRRGV�ZLOO�KDSSHQ�PRUH�
often, and will be more intense. As a result, a growing number of research studies and 
SUDFWLFDO�LQLWLDWLYHV�KDYH�IRFXVHG�RQ�KRZ�PHPEHUV�RI�WKH�SXEOLF�HQJDJH�ZLWK�ŴRRGLQJ�
in the context of climate change.

,Q�UHVSRQVH�WR�WKLV�EXUJHRQLQJ�ƓHOG�RI�H[SHUWLVH�DQG�NQRZOHGJH��DQG�DV�SDUW�RI�D�
project led by the Understanding Risk group at Cardiff University (supported by the 
Economic and Social Research Council, Climate Change Consortium for Wales1 and 
the Sustainable Places Research Institute2), Climate Outreach convened a one day 
workshop in Oxford in June 2015. The workshop brought together researchers and 
practitioners from academia, civil society and the policy arena, with expertise from 
across the natural and social sciences. The purpose of the workshop was to share 
and synthesise knowledge. How can individuals and communities be more effectively 
HQJDJHG�DURXQG�ŴRRG�ULVNV�LQ�D�FKDQJLQJ�FOLPDWH"

This synthesis report is the outcome of the Oxford workshop, showcasing the latest 
and most relevant academic research, and drawing on valuable learning from a range 
RI�SUDFWLFDO�SURMHFWV�DQG�LQLWLDWLYHV��,W�UHŴHFWV�WKH�NH\�SRLQWV�RI�FRQVHQVXV�IURP�WKH�
ZRUNVKRS��UHSUHVHQWLQJ�D�SRZHUIXO�VWDWHPHQW�IURP�D�GLYHUVH�FURVV�VHFWLRQ�RI�H[SHUWV��
,W�LV�D�UHVRXUFH�IRU�SUDFWLWLRQHUV���IURP�WKRVH�ZRUNLQJ�ZLWK�FRPPXQLWLHV�GLUHFWO\�
DIIHFWHG�E\�ŴRRGLQJ��WR�FDPSDLJQHUV�DQG�SROLF\�PDNHUV�DW�WKH�QDWLRQDO�OHYHO���WR�XVH�
ZKHQ�HQJDJLQJ�WKH�SXEOLF�DURXQG�ŴRRGLQJ�DQG�ZLGHU�FOLPDWH�LPSDFWV�

1 KWWS���F�ZDOHV�RUJ
2 KWWS���ZZZ�FDUGLII�DF�XN�UHVHDUFK�VXVWDLQDEOH�SODFHV

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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Some of the principles focus on engaging and supporting communities directly
DIIHFWHG�E\�ŴRRGLQJ��2WKHUV�UHIHU�WR�ZD\V�RI�FRPPXQLFDWLQJ�ZLWK�D�ZLGHU�SXEOLF
�LQFOXGLQJ�WKRVH�FRPPXQLWLHV�WKDW�KDYH�QRW�\HW�EHHQ�ŴRRGHG�EXW�DUH�DW�ULVN���7DNHQ�
together, they offer a resource which distills the most relevant academic research into 
D�IRUPDW�WKDW�SUDFWLWLRQHUV�FDQ�XVH�WR�PRUH�HIIHFWLYHO\�FRPPXQLFDWH�ŴRRG�ULVNV�LQ�D�
changing climate.

The nine principles of best-practice public engagement derived from the Oxford 
workshop are:

1
Climate scientists can quantify the role of human influence in individual 
flooding events; specifically whether they are made more or less likely in 
a changing climate.

2 There is growing evidence that flooding and climate change are linked in 
the public mind.

3 Conversations about climate change should ideally happen before (not 
during) flood events when communities are under pressure.

4 Communication and engagement around flood events must be carried out 
sensitively, or they will backfire.

5
Statistical information and accurate scientific data are crucial, but trusted 
‘peer’ messengers and personal stories are vital for achieving public
engagement.

6 Flooding and climate impacts cannot be separated from the wider social 
context that determines communities’ ability to cope with stress and trauma.

7 Communities that have been affected multiple times offer powerful
opportunities for learning (but also have a right to forget).

8 It is important to strike the right balance between the ‘local’ and ‘global’ 
aspect of flooding (as a climate impact).

9
Communications should empower people to respond and adapt to future 
flood risks - focusing on preparedness and support rather than ‘getting 
back to normal’.



1

7KH�JR�WR�OLQH�IRU�VFLHQWLVWV�H[SODLQLQJ�WKH�OLQN�
between extreme weather events and climate 
change has often been that ‘no single event can 
be attributed to climate change’. But there have 
been striking advances in an area of science 
NQRZQ�DV�ŌSUREDELOLVWLF�HYHQW�DWWULEXWLRQō���WKH�
study of how individual weather events are
LQŴXHQFHG�E\�XQGHUO\LQJ�FKDQJHV�LQ�WKH�FOLPDWH�

It is now possible to estimate the role of
human-caused climate change in an extreme 
weather event - and whether climate change 
made it more or less likely to occur. The
‘attribution’ of a weather event can occur within 
a relatively short timeframe (weeks to months, 
rather than years, in many cases). So while the 
relationship between an extreme weather event 
and climate change may not be simple, it is
increasingly possible to describe.

%HLQJ�DEOH�WR�DWWULEXWH�ŴRRGLQJ�WR�FOLPDWH�
FKDQJH�LV�LPSRUWDQW�IRU�VHYHUDO�UHDVRQV��)LUVWO\��
it helps to reduce uncertainty about the link 
between weather events and climate change, 
ZKLFK�LV�D�VLJQLƓFDQW�EDUULHU�WR�SXEOLF
engagement. Quantifying the contribution of
climate change to a particular weather event 

gives a powerful motivation for reducing
climate risks in the future. Secondly,
conversations can shift from a debate about ‘if’ 
similar events will happen to ‘how often’ they 
will occur and ‘how serious’ they are likely to be. 
This is likely to make climate change impacts 
IHHO�PRUH�UHDO�DQG�VDOLHQW���WDQJLEOH�HYHQWV�LQ�
WKH�QRW�WRR�GLVWDQW�IXWXUH��UDWKHU�WKDQ�DEVWUDFW�
risks that cannot conclusively be linked to 
climate change.

)LQDOO\��WDONLQJ�DERXW�FOLPDWH�FKDQJH�LQ�WKH�
context of extreme weather (if done sensitively 
DQG�DSSURSULDWHO\���VHH�VHFWLRQ����FDQ�help to 
overcome the social silence that surrounds 
climate change in the public discourse, and 
make the risks of climate change seem less 
abstract and distant from people’s lives.

Climate scientists can quantify the
role of human influence in individual
flooding events; specifically whether 
they are made more or less likely
in a changing climate

‘conversations can shift from a debate 
about ‘if’ similar events will happen
to ‘how often’ they will occur’

   reduced
UNCERTAINTY
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Find out more - key references: 

Climate Modelling project based at the University of Oxford, http://www.climateprediction.net

+XOPH��0���2ō1HLOO��6�-���'HVVDL��6����������,V�ZHDWKHU�HYHQW�DWWULEXWLRQ�QHFHVVDU\�IRU�DGDSWDWLRQ�IXQGLQJ"��Science���������Ŋ����
+XQWLQJIRUG��&��HW�DO���������3RWHQWLDO�LQŴXHQFHV�RQ�WKH�8QLWHG�.LQJGRPōV�ŴRRGV�RI�ZLQWHU����������1DWXUH�&OLPDWH�&KDQJH, 
�����������

+RXVH�LQVXUDQFH�SROLFLHV�RIIHU�D�SUDFWLFDO�ZD\�
LQ�ZKLFK�DGYDQFHV�LQ�WKLV�ƓHOG�FDQ�KHOS�SHRSOH�
HQJDJH�ZLWK�KHLJKWHQHG�ŴRRG�ULVNV��$V�FOLPDWH�
impacts start to be factored into insurance 
costs, they become represented in a very 
tangible way in the public mind, grounding 
the science of event attribution in everyday 
concerns.

Personal acceptance of the connection between 
a weather event and climate change will not 
automatically lead people to support global
action to reduce emissions, or to adapt their 
RZQ�EHKDYLRXU�LQ�WKH�IXWXUH��$V�KDV�EHHQ�ZHOO�
documented by a growing academic literature, 

THE BOTTOM LINE

Attribution science can provide powerful evidence of the link
between flooding and climate change. But establishing this

link is the beginning, not the end, of public engagement
around extreme weather and climate impacts. 

there are many potential psychological
responses to extreme weather events and wider 
climate risks (e.g., feeling overwhelmed, or
confused about how to respond). These
responses need to be anticipated and
considered in any public engagement around 
extreme weather and climate change:
identifying the link between climate change and 
D�ŴRRG�LV�the beginning rather than the end of 
the process of public engagement. When the 
questions attribution studies ask are developed 
in partnership with policy makers and
communicators, they will have the most positive 
LPSDFW�RQ�VWUDWHJLHV�IRU�SXEOLF�HQJDJHPHQW���D�
strong case for working more collaboratively. 
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(DUO\�UHVHDUFK�LQ�WKH�8.�GXULQJ�WKH�����V�IRXQG�
no clear link between the experience of being 
ŴRRGHG�DQG�LQFUHDVHG�FRQFHUQ�DERXW�FOLPDWH�
change. An analysis of the newspaper
FRYHUDJH�RI�WKH���������ZLQWHU�ŴRRGV���GXULQJ�
WKH�ZHWWHVW�-DQXDU\�RQ�UHFRUG���IRXQG�WKDW�RI�
thousands of newspaper articles published 
DERXW�WKH�ŴRRGV��RQO\����RI�WKHP�PHQWLRQHG�
climate change. A protest in Oxford, where a 
FRPPXQLW\�KDG�EHHQ�ŴRRGHG�IRU�WKH��th time 
LQ���\HDUV��DVNHG�D�VLPSOH�TXHVWLRQ��FDQ�ZH�WDON�
DERXW�FOLPDWH�FKDQJH�QRZ"

'XULQJ�WKH�VHFRQG�PRQWK�RI�WKH���������ŴRRGV�
(when the Thames burst its banks) the situation 
FKDQJHG��DQG�FOLPDWH�FKDQJH�ZDV�EULHŴ\�D�SDUW�
of the national conversation. But did people who 
H[SHULHQFHG�WKH���������ŴRRGV���RU�WKH�JHQHUDO�
SRSXODWLRQ���OLQN�WKH�ŴRRGV�ZLWK�FOLPDWH�FKDQJH"

There is growing evidence that
flooding and climate change
are linked in the public mind

,Q�WKH�PRQWKV�IROORZLQJ�WKH�ŴRRGLQJ��UHVHDUFKHUV
at Cardiff University conducted a nationally 
representative survey of around 1,000 people, 
asking about people’s views on climate change, 
RQ�WKH�ŴRRGV��DQG�ZKHWKHU�WKH\�VDZ�D�OLQN�
EHWZHHQ�WKH�WZR��0RVW�UHVSRQGHQWV�������IHOW�
WKDW�ŴRRGLQJ�KDG�EHFRPH�PRUH�FRPPRQ��DQG�
a similar proportion were also of the opinion 
that it would continue to get worse in the future. 
Over three quarters of survey respondents 
agreed with the statement “it is clear to me that 
FOLPDWH�FKDQJH�LV�UHDOO\�KDSSHQLQJŐ��ZLWK�����
RI�UHVSRQGHQWV�DJUHHLQJ�WKDW�WKH�ŴRRGV�ZHUH�
caused in part by climate change.

The nationwide survey was compared to a
VHFRQG�JURXS�ZKR�OLYHG�LQ�RQH�RI�ƓYH�DUHDV�RI�
the country that had been directly affected by 
WKH�ŴRRGLQJ��People who had directly
experienced flooding were more likely to
perceive climate change as a threat to
themselves and their families, and were more 
personally engaged with the issue. In the
QDWLRQDO�VDPSOH��DURXQG�����RI�SHRSOH
spontaneously named climate change as one of 
the three most serious issues facing the country 
RYHU�WKH�FRPLQJ�WZR�GHFDGHV�Ŋ�LQ�WKH�ŴRRG�
DIIHFWHG�VDPSOH��WKLV�URVH�WR�QHDUO\������:KHQ�
asked whether their local area was likely to be 

8CLIMATE OUTREACH • Communicating flood risks in a changing climate

OPPORTUNITY
window of

© Climate Outreach



Find out more - key references: 

%UXLQH�GH�%UXLQ��:���:RQJ�3DURGL��*���	�0RUJDQ��0��*����������3XEOLF�SHUFHSWLRQV�RI�ORFDO�ŴRRG�ULVN�DQG�WKH�UROH�RI�FOLPDWH�
change. (QYLURQPHQW�6\VWHPV�DQG�'HFLVLRQV�����������������
&DSVWLFN��6�%���'HPVNL��&�&���6SRVDWR��5�*���3LGJHRQ��1�)���6SHQFH��$���&RUQHU��$���������3XEOLF�SHUFHSWLRQV�RI�FOLPDWH�FKDQJH�
LQ�%ULWDLQ�IROORZLQJ�WKH���������ZLQWHU�ŴRRGLQJ��8QGHUVWDQGLQJ�5LVN�*URXS�:3������
0DUVKDOO��*����������$IWHU�WKH�ŴRRGV��&RPPXQLFDWLQJ�FOLPDWH�FKDQJH�DURXQG�H[WUHPH�ZHDWKHU��&OLPDWH�2XWUHDFK� 

they may not automatically increase levels of 
concern and engagement. As ever with the 
highly polarised issue of climate change, the 
“evidence” of extreme weather can be
interpreted in multiple, competing ways, and 
will be impacted by people’s existing political 
DQG�VRFLDO�YLHZV��)RU�WKRVH�QRW�GLUHFWO\�DIIHFWHG��
there are many other factors that will shape 
public perceptions (for example, the rhetoric 
of politicians or tone of newspaper coverage). 
$QG�IRU�WKRVH�GLUHFWO\�DIIHFWHG�E\�ŴRRGLQJ��WKH�
idea that climate change could increase the risk 
RI�IXWXUH�ŴRRGLQJ�PD\�EH�VWURQJO\�UHVLVWHG��,W�
is crucial, therefore, to engage sensitively with 
ŴRRG�DIIHFWHG�FRPPXQLWLHV��6HFWLRQ����DQG�
build a wider narrative about extreme weather 
and climate change among the general
SRSXODWLRQ��6HFWLRQ�����

DIIHFWHG�E\�FOLPDWH�FKDQJH������RI�UHVSRQGHQWV�
ZKR�KDG�EHHQ�ŴRRGHG�VDLG�\HV��FRPSDUHG�WR�
RQO\�����RI�WKH�QDWLRQDO�VDPSOH�

7KH�ƓQGLQJV�RIIHU�VRPH�FUXFLDO�VLJQSRVWV�IRU�
how to engage the public more effectively. 
Events like these provide a chance to build
public support for policies that will reduce
FOLPDWH�ULVNV�LQ�WKH�IXWXUH�Ŋ�SURYLGHG�FRPPXQLWLHV
are approached in a sensitive and respectful 
ZD\��VHH�6HFWLRQV���DQG�����&OLPDWH�FKDQJH�LV�D�
notoriously intangible risk for people to grasp, 
so when floods bring the problem closer to 
home, there is a window of opportunity for 
having a national conversation about climate 
change that is not usually available.

However, whilst extreme weather events may 
help climate change feel more real and ‘salient’, 
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THE BOTTOM LINE

There is increasing evidence of a link between flooding and
climate change in the mind of the UK public. Flooding provides
a window of opportunity for engaging on wider climate
change issues among the general population.

‘64% of respondents agree that
the floods were caused in part

by climate change’
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,Q�DQ�LQWHUYLHZ�ZLWK�&KDQQHO���GXULQJ�WKH�ZLQWHU�
ŴRRGV�RI����������WKH�&RQVHUYDWLYH�03�$GDP�
$IUL\LH��VWDQGLQJ�NQHH�GHHS�LQ�ŴRRG�ZDWHU���DQG�
UHŴHFWLQJ�D�FRPPRQO\�KHOG�VHQWLPHQW��DGYLVHG�
the interviewer that it was “not the day to talk 
about climate change”. Many participants in 
the Oxford workshop supported this idea, 
identifying both practical and ethical reasons 
IRU�EHLQJ�FDXWLRXV�DERXW�ƓUVW�UDLVLQJ�WKH�LVVXH�
RI�FOLPDWH�FKDQJH�LQ�WKH�PLGVW�RI�D�ŴRRG�HYHQW�
�VHH�6HFWLRQ����

That all being said there remains a need to 
overcome the ‘climate silence’ that prevails 
during day-to-day life��ZKHQ�ŴRRG�HYHQWV�

Conversations about climate change 
should ideally begin before (not during) 
flood events when communities
are under pressure 

are not taking place. If conversations about 
climate change are already happening when 
D�ŴRRG�HYHQW�RFFXUV��GLVFXVVLRQV�DERXW�
DWWULEXWLQJ�ŴRRGLQJ�WR�FOLPDWH�FKDQJH��VHH�
6HFWLRQ����GR�QRW�FRPH�RXW�RI�WKH�EOXH��)RU�
communities who are likely to be affected by 
ŴRRGLQJ��WKHVH�FRQYHUVDWLRQV�PLJKW�IRFXV�RQ�
SUHSDULQJ�SHRSOH�IRU�WKH�ULVNV�DKHDG��)RU�WKH�
wider population, the focus might be more 
JHQHUDO��%XW�EUHDNLQJ�WKH�GD\�WR�GD\�VRFLDO�
silence around climate change can help create 
a level of familiarity with climate change that 
JLYHV�SHRSOH�WKH�FRQƓGHQFH�WR�GLVFXVV�ŴRRG�

‘it is important to learn as much
about that community as possible’

risks, and wider climate impacts. This does 
not mean communicators should discourage 
communities from discussing climate change 
during a flood event. If the discussion is 
initiated and led by the community itself (rather 
than introduced by an ‘outsider’), it may help 

 p ro -ac t i ve
APPROACH

the community to make sense of their current 
situation, encourage engagement with the 
wider issues around climate change, and help 
build relationships within the community that 
will come in useful in the future.
An individual’s capacity to withstand a trauma 
VXFK�DV�ŴRRGLQJ�LV�LQFUHDVHG�ZKHQ�WKH\�DUH�
part of a strong network or community. While 
ŌFRPPXQLW\ō�FDQ�VRPHWLPHV�EH�KDUG�WR�GHƓQH��
WKHUH�DUH�FHUWDLQ�IHDWXUHV�RI�FRPPXQLWLHV���WKHLU
FRQQHFWHGQHVV��RU�D�VKDUHG�VHQVH�RI�SODFH���
that contribute towards their ability to cope
ZLWK�HYHQWV�OLNH�D�PDMRU�ŴRRG�
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Find out more - key references: 

&RUQHU��$����������&OLPDWH�VLOHQFH��DQG�KRZ�WR�EUHDN�LW���&OLPDWH�2XWUHDFK��
3LGJHRQ��1�)��DQG�)LVFKKRII��%���������7KH�UROH�RI�VRFLDO�DQG�GHFLVLRQ�VFLHQFHV�LQ�FRPPXQLFDWLQJ�XQFHUWDLQ�FOLPDWH�ULVNV��
1DWXUH�&OLPDWH�&KDQJH�����������

But before launching into any active dialogue 
VXUURXQGLQJ�ŴRRGLQJ�DQG�FOLPDWH�FKDQJH��it
is important to learn as much about that
community as possible (using whatever existing 
resources are available). Their past experiences, 
political stance, adaptive capacity, networks, 
and all the other things that contribute to the 
makeup of a community affect the ways in 
which they operate and how they make sense of 
situations, both as individuals and collectively.

Communications need to be tailored to the
audience, providing examples and options
realistic to them and engaging them in 
dialogue. There needs to be a clear way for 
the public to respond to any communication, 
and space for communities to be listened 
DQG�UHSOLHG�WR��'HYHORSLQJ�D�GLDORJXH�ZLOO�
strengthen the communicator’s understanding 
of the community and help build trust as 
communications match the needs of the 
audience. This process also allows the 
communicator to identify groups that would 

THE BOTTOM LINE

Don’t wait for disaster to strike to talk about climate change:
overcoming the silence around climate change in day-to-day life 
is crucial in laying the foundations for engaging around extreme 

weather. The best communications are pro-active and are tailored
to the audience through developing a dialogue with them. 

XVXDOO\�EH�GLVWDQFHG�IURP�WKH�LVVXH��DQG�ƓQG�
ways to include them in active discussion as
well as those who are ready to engage.
)RU�GLUHFWO\�DIIHFWHG�FRPPXQLWLHV��HQFRXUDJLQJ�
preparedness requires a number of factors, 
including talking about action plans. Clear
(and potentially even rehearsed) action plans 
can help people feel safe and better prepared 
to face an uncertain event by knowing that
there is a certain reaction that they can give 
which will have a positive effect on their
welfare and that of those around them. Making 
these action plans visible before an event (for 
example, local government plans for business 
and service continuity) may help people
engage with the issue, as long as risks are not 
exaggerated, and the plans are not perceived 
DV�ŌDODUPLVPō��7KLV�SUR�DFWLYH�DSSURDFK�VKRXOG�
make good use of the different communication 
channels available and use them sensitively as 
their appropriateness may differ before, during, 
DQG�SRVW�GLVDVWHU��

11CLIMATE OUTREACH • Communicating flood risks in a changing climate
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Awareness of the risks of extreme weather and 
climate impacts is likely to be increased after a 
ŴRRG�HYHQW��EXW�PD\�VRRQ�GLPLQLVK��VHH
6HFWLRQ�����)RU�FRPPXQLWLHV�GLUHFWO\�DIIHFWHG�E\�
ŴRRGLQJ��WKH�ŌZLQGRZ�RI�RSSRUWXQLW\ō�IROORZLQJ�
D�ŴRRG�HYHQW�LV�WKHUHIRUH�D�XQLTXH�PRPHQW�WR�
allow people to connect their current situation 
with climate change impacts more broadly.
But it is most likely to happen if the foundations 
have already been laid during prior engagement
�VHH�6HFWLRQ����

Unless done sensitively, using extreme weather 
events to engage around wider climate impacts 
can raise ethical questions or cause resentment 
among those who have been affected, as well 
as generating an unfavourable view of climate 
change communication among the general 
public.

Any communications, whether before, during
RU�DIWHU�D�ŴRRGLQJ�HYHQW��SDUWLFXODUO\�WR
communities that have been previously affected 
E\�ŴRRGLQJ� need to be sensitive to that
community’s needs at that time, and be
VXSSRUWLYH�UDWKHU�WKDQ�KHFWRULQJ��HYHQ�D�WUXVWHG�
FRPPXQLFDWRU�FDQ�EH�RII�SXWWLQJ�LI�WKH\�VHHP�
to be evangelising.

People affected by extreme weather events 
may have strong personal and social reasons 
for not wishing to focus their attention on the 

Communication and engagement 
around flood events must be carried 
out sensitively, or they will backfire  

increasing frequency and severity of these sorts 
of events. ‘Messaging’ people about climate 
FKDQJH�VR�FORVH�WR��RU�HYHQ�GXULQJ��D�ŴRRGLQJ�
HYHQW�FDQ�HDVLO\�EDFNƓUH��DQG�DGG�WR�WKH
general sense that environmental campaigns 
DUH�ŌSUHDFK\ō�RU�VHOI�VDWLVƓHG��1R�RQH�ZDQWV�
to be made to feel that they could have done 
PRUH�WR�SUHSDUH�IRU�DQ�XQH[SHFWHG�ŴRRG�
And when recovering from the shock of
GLVSODFHPHQW�RU�GLVUXSWLRQ��QR�RQH�ZDQWV�WR�
hear ‘I told you so’.

Being sensitive in communications means
taking the following into account:

Consider people’s emotional responses.
(YHU\ERG\ōV�H[SHULHQFH�RI�ŴRRGLQJ�LV�GLIIHUHQW��
and they may need time to come to terms 
with that experience. Engagement is not just 
about the event itself, but the potential trauma 
afterwards. This may put stress on people’s
UHODWLRQVKLSV�RU�WKHLU�RZQ�SV\FKRORJLFDO�ZHOO�
EHLQJ��)ORRG�ULVNV�GR�QRW�RQO\�WKUHDWHQ

‘engagement is not just about the event 
itself, but the potential trauma afterwards’

   DEL IVERY
 the r ight
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THE BOTTOM LINE

Engaging communities during or immediately after a flood
is rife with ethical pitfalls. Getting it right means recognising what
the affected community’s needs are at any particular time,
and responding to them sensitively. 

Find out more - key references: 

&OD\WRQ��6���0DQQLQJ��&��0���	�+RGJH�&����������%H\RQG�VWRUPV�	�GURXJKWV��7KH�SV\FKRORJLFDO�LPSDFWV�RI�FOLPDWH�FKDQJH��
$PHULFDQ�3V\FKRORJLFDO�$VVRFLDWLRQ�DQG�HFR$PHULFD��:DVKLQJWRQ��'&��$YDLODEOH�DW��KWWS���HFRDPHULFD�RUJ�ZS�FRQWHQW�XS�
ORDGV���������H$B%H\RQGB6WRUPVBDQGB'URXJKWVB3V\FKB,PSDFWVBRIB&OLPDWHB&KDQJH�SGI
'DO\��'���-RGLHUL��5���0F&DUWK\��6���3\JRWW��.���:ULJKW��0���������&RPPXQLFDWLRQ�DQG�HQJDJHPHQW�WHFKQLTXHV�LQ�ORFDO�ŴRRG�ULVN�
management��5HSRUW�&�����&,5,$��/RQGRQ
0RVHU��6�����������&RPPXQLFDWLQJ�DGDSWDWLRQ�WR�FOLPDWH�FKDQJH��WKH�DUW�DQG�VFLHQFH�RI�SXEOLF�HQJDJHPHQW�ZKHQ�FOLPDWH�
change comes home, :,5(V�&OLPDWH�&KDQJH��������Ŋ����
:KLWWOH��5���:DONHU��0���0HGG��:���0RUW��0����������)ORRG�RI�HPRWLRQV��HPRWLRQDO�ZRUN�DQG�ORQJ�WHUP�GLVDVWHU�UHFRYHU\�
(PRWLRQ��6SDFH�DQG�6RFLHW\�����QR������������

people’s material assets, but also may threaten 
their sense of identity. Part of the trauma for 
affected communities can be facing the reality 
that their own perceptions about their safety, 
resilience and security were not accurate.

Get the timing right. People may not want to 
engage in anything other than focussing on 
KRZ�WKH\�DUH�JRLQJ�WR�Ɠ[�WKHLU�KRPH�XS�GXULQJ�
D�ŴRRGLQJ�HYHQW��7KHUHIRUH��there should be 
clear pathways for potentially affected
communities to approach communicators 
when they are ready��)RU�H[DPSOH��LI�JHQHUDO�
FRPPXQLFDWLRQV��VXFK�DV�LQIRUPDWLRQ�OHDŴHWV��
are sent out from time to time, they should also 
contain information as to where people can get 
more information and speak to someone if they 

wanted to. These communications should also 
encourage and equip others in the community 
to continue and introduce the conversation to 
others within their community.

Get the delivery right. As discussed in Section 
���LW�LV�LPSRUWDQW�WR�XQGHUVWDQG�DV�PXFK�DV�
possible about the audience before starting a 
dialogue, and to be prepared to change
working practices as the understanding between 
communicator and community develops. The 
FRPPXQLFDWLRQ�PHWKRG�LV�DOVR�LPSRUWDQW��)RU�
H[DPSOH��GXULQJ�D�ŴRRG��WKH�UROH�RI�ORFDO�UDGLR�
often becomes crucial as it is easily accessible 
(allowing individuals to carry on with physical 
WDVNV���ORFDOO\�VSHFLƓF�DQG�D�JHQHUDOO\�WUXVWHG�
authority. 
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Climate change is a complex issue, often 
communicated using specialist technical 
ODQJXDJH��:LGHO\�XVHG�WHUPV�OLNH�ŌPLWLJDWLRQō�
and ‘adaptation’ are not intuitive or common 
LQ�HYHU\GD\�GLVFXVVLRQ��)RU�PDQ\�SHRSOH��
this language can make climate change feel 
inaccessible, just for the educated elite, and 
LUUHOHYDQW�WR�SHRSOHōV�GDLO\�OLYHV��*UDSKV�RI�
SURMHFWHG�WHPSHUDWXUH�FKDQJHV�RU�VHD�OHYHO�
rise may be an effective way of communicating 
FRPSOH[�GDWD�LQ�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI�VFLHQWLƓF�GHEDWH��
But for most people, they are remote and 
unemotive ways of describing an issue that is     
��DW�URRW���DERXW�SHRSOH�

This does not mean that there is not an 
important role for scientists and other experts 
to play in providing the data and information 
WKDW�FDQ�KHOS�ORFDO�GHFLVLRQV�DERXW�ŴRRG�ULVNV�
and climate impacts more broadly. But a key 
conclusion from the Oxford Workshop was that 
people’s peers are often the most powerful 
communicators when it comes to making the 
OLQNV�EHWZHHQ�ŴRRG�ULVNV�DQG�FOLPDWH�FKDQJH�

While they will differ from place to place, there 
DUH�DOZD\V�WUXVWHG�SHHU�FRPPXQLFDWRUV�ZKR�

Statistical information and accurate
scientific data are crucial, but trusted
‘peer’ messengers and personal
stories are vital for achieving
public engagement

are important for engaging a community. They 
are people who represent the local area (or 
ORFDO�LQWHUHVWV��LQ�VRPH�ZD\��UHŴHFW�FRPPRQ�
values or mutual interests, and who are 
therefore often considered more trustworthy 
than ‘outsiders’ (government and statutory 
authorities in particular) as they are acting with 
personal conviction. They are also likely to be 
the main source of information during a crisis, 
as communities pull together and have reduced 
access to other forms of communication, but this 
is dependent on the networks already present.

Using trusted communicators is an important 
step in engaging a community, but what also 
matters is the message they are delivering. 
For most people, personal stories are more 
powerful than scientific information. Personal 
VWRULHV�DERXW�ŴRRGLQJ�HYHQWV�KDYH�DXWKRULW\�
and integrity and are therefore considered 
trustworthy. They provide a way for the 

‘personal stories about flooding
events have authority and integrity
and are therefore considered trustworthy’

COMMUNICATORS
   trusted peer
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Find out more - key references: 

$GJHU��1���4XLQQ��7���/RUHQ]RQL��,���0XUSK\��&���6ZHHQH\��-���������&KDQJLQJ�VRFLDO�FRQWUDFWV�LQ�FOLPDWH�FKDQJH�DGDSWDWLRQ��
1DWXUH�&OLPDWH�&KDQJH��������������
)ORRG�5LVN�&RPPXQLFDWLRQV�3XEOLF�'LDORJXH�SURMHFW��KWWS���ŴRRGULVNGLDORJXH�RUJ
7HUSVWUD��7����������(PRWLRQV��7UXVW��DQG�3HUFHLYHG�5LVN��$IIHFWLYH�DQG�&RJQLWLYH�5RXWHV�WR�)ORRG�3UHSDUHGQHVV�%HKDYLRU�
5LVN�$QDO\VLV��������������������

THE BOTTOM LINE

Most members of the public don’t empathise
with graphs and stats - move people with people. 

audience to engage emotionally with an issue 
and help to better understand impacts by 
hearing how they changed people’s daily lives. 
Seeing an overturned fridge in somebody’s 
living room gives a better understanding of the 
SRZHU�RI�ŴRRG�ZDWHU�WKDQ�NQRZLQJ�WKH�VWDWLVWLFV�

15CLIMATE OUTREACH • Communicating flood risks in a changing climate

about the water’s speed and depth. When 
discussions move to talking about how climate 
change contributes to an increased risk of 
ŴRRGLQJ��SHRSOH�DUH�WKHQ�DSSURDFKLQJ�LW�IURP�D�
PRUH�SHUVRQDO���DQG�WKHUHIRUH�PRUH�HQJDJHG���
perspective. 

USING PERSONAL STORIES

The ESRC Sustainable Flood Memories project worked with local communities who have a history
RI�SDVW�H[WUHPH�ŴRRGLQJ�HYHQWV��LQ�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI�FOLPDWH�FKDQJH�DQG�KHLJKWHQHG�ŴRRG�ULVN�

)LQG�RXW�PRUH��KWWS���ZZZ�FFUL�DF�XN�ŴRRGULVN

A collaboration between Exeter University, Climate Outreach & Devon County Council
KDV�OHG�WR�WKH�IRXQGLQJ�RI�D�ORFDO�FRPPXQLW\�JURXS�LQ�&UHGLWRQ��'HYRQ��GHYHORSLQJ�D�ŴRRG
UHVLOLHQFH�SODQ��'UDZLQJ�RQ�SHUVRQDO�KLVWRULHV�DQG�DUWHIDFWV��WKH�JURXS�LV�XVLQJ�VKDUHG�ORFDO

H[SHUWLVH�WR�EXLOG�UHVLOLHQFH�WR�IXWXUH�ŴRRG�HYHQWV�
)LQG�RXW�PRUH��KWWS���EORJV�H[HWHU�DF�XN�FUHGLWRQŴRRGV

Flood Manifestos��$V�SDUW�RI�DQ�(65&�IXQGHG�SURMHFW�OHG�E\�/DQFDVWHU�8QLYHUVLW\��FKLOGUHQ
DJHG������ZKR�KDG�EHHQ�GLUHFWO\�DIIHFWHG�E\�ŴRRGLQJ�SURSRVHG�D�VHULHV�RI�PHDVXUHV�WKDW�WKH\
IHOW�VKRXOG�EH�WDNHQ�WR�LPSURYH�ŴRRG�UHVLOLHQFH�LQ�KRPHV��FRPPXQLWLHV��VFKRROV�DQG�ZLGHU

VRFLHW\��7KHVH�ZHUH�EURXJKW�WRJHWKHU�LQ�WZR�Ō&KLOGUHQōV�)ORRG�0DQLIHVWRVō��RIIHULQJ�D�SRZHUIXO
IRUP�RI�SHHU�EDVHG�FRPPXQLFDWLRQ�IRU�RWKHU�\RXQJ�SHRSOH�
)LQG�RXW�PRUH� KWWS���ZS�ODQFV�DF�XN�F\S�ŴRRGUHFRYHU\�RXWSXWV



Some communities are less able to cope with 
flooding than others, and there may be multiple 
FRQVWUDLQWV�RQ�KRZ�WKH\�FDQ�UHVSRQG�WR�ŴRRG�
risks. There are many reasons for this: old 
infrastructure or poor access to certain services 
can make some seemingly ‘obvious’ preparatory 
DQG�DGDSWLYH�UHVSRQVHV�GLIƓFXOW��2WKHU�
circumstances may further complicate things. 
)RU�H[DPSOH��D�FRPPXQLW\�PD\�KDYH�OLWWOH�
LQŴXHQFH�RYHU�KRZ�DQ�DUHD�RI�ODQG�LV�PDQDJHG�
LI�LW�LV�SULYDWHO\�RZQHG��WHQDQWV�PD\�EH�
powerless to make their homes more resilient 
LI�WKHLU�ODQGORUG�LV�XQLQWHUHVWHG�LQ�ŴRRG�ULVNV�RU�
climate impacts more broadly. And elevated 
levels of poverty or poor health can also make 
FRPPXQLWLHV�PRUH�VXVFHSWLEOH�WR�ŴRRGLQJ�DQG�
other climate impacts.

Most people correctly perceive local authorities 
and other agencies to be responsible for certain 
DFWLRQV�ZKHQ�LW�FRPHV�WR�ŴRRG�GHIHQFH�DQG�
climate change mitigation. However, many 
also identify this as a reason to avoid taking 
additional personal actions. Whilst this may 
or may not be the case (river dredging might 
EH�PRUH�GLIƓFXOW�IRU�WKH�ORFDO�FRPPXQLW\�WR�
arrange, but making the possible alterations 
to ventilation bricks is relatively easy to do), 
WKHVH�RUJDQLVDWLRQV�DUH�LQŴXHQWLDO�DQG�WKHLU�

DFWLRQV�PDWWHU��*RYHUQPHQW�VSHQGLQJ��RU�PRUH�
pertinently, government spending cuts) can 
deliver a false message to communities about 
how serious the risks of climate change are. 
,QVWLWXWLRQDO�UHVSRQVHV�WR�ŴRRG�ULVN�DQG�FOLPDWH�
change affect how the public interpret and 
value the measures required to reduce such 
risks, and can affect the relationships between 
communities and statutory organisations.

7KHVH�GHFLVLRQV�DUH�DOVR�UHŴHFWHG�LQ�ORFDO�
infrastructure. Resilient infrastructure has a 
large role to play in helping a community 
recover after a flooding event where they 
may have had limited or no access to certain 
services, and also in showing how areas not 
\HW�DIIHFWHG�E\�ŴRRGLQJ�DUH�SUHSDULQJ�IRU�
the future. Ensuring ‘business continuity’ for 
some of these services is part of the local 
authority’s emergency preparedness plans. But 
SRRU�SODQQLQJ��RU�OLWWOH�HYLGHQFH�RI�VXIƓFLHQW�
planning) from any organisation engaged in 

6
Flooding and climate impacts cannot 
be separated from the wider social 
context that determines communities’ 
ability to cope with stress and trauma 

‘poor planning (or little evidence of
sufficient planning) from any organisation 

engaged in communicating flood risk 
can result in public distrust’

local
DYNAMICS
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Find out more - key references: 

%LUNKRO]��6���0XUR��0���-HIIUH\��3���DQG�6PLWK��+�0����������5HWKLQNLQJ�WKH�UHODWLRQVKLS�EHWZHHQ�ŴRRG�ULVN�SHUFHSWLRQ�DQG�ŴRRG�
management, 6FLHQFH�RI�WKH�7RWDO�(QYLURQPHQW�������������
&OLPDWH�-XVW�ZHE�WRRO���PDSSLQJ�DQG�WH[W�EDVHG�LQIRUPDWLRQ�DERXW�FOLPDWH�FKDQJH�DQG�VRFLDO�GLVDGYDQWDJH�
http://www.climatejust.org.uk

6WURXG�'LVWULFW�&RXQFLOōV�)ORRG�'HIHQFH�ZRUN�FROODERUDWLQJ�ZLWK�ORFDO�UHVLGHQWV��ODQGRZQHUV�DQG�ORFDO�RUJDQLVDWLRQV�
KWWS���ZZZ�VWURXG�JRY�XN�GRFV�SUHVV�DVS"GRLW GHWDLO	QLG ����
7ZLJJHU�5RVV��&��HW�DO����������)ORRG�5HVLOLHQFH�&RPPXQLW\�3DWKƓQGHU�(YDOXDWLRQ��5DSLG�(YLGHQFH�$VVHVVPHQW��/RQGRQ��'HIUD�
:RRGOH\��'�0���������5H�FRQƓJXULQJ�/RFDO�*RYHUQDQFH�IRU�&RPPXQLW\�5HVLOLHQFH��VRFLDO�OHDUQLQJ�IRU�ŴRRG�DGDSWDWLRQ�
XQGHU�D�FKDQJLQJ�FOLPDWH���$�/LWHUDWXUH�5HYLHZ��8QLYHUVLW\�RI�([HWHU�%ORJ��IRXQG�KHUH: http://blogs.exeter.ac.uk/crediton�
ŴRRGV�ƓOHV���������5H�FRQƓJXULQJ�/RFDO�*RYHUQDQFH�IRU�&RPPXQLW\�5HVLOLHQFH�VRFLDO�OHDUQLQJ�IRU�ŴRRG�DGDSWDWLRQ�XQ�
GHU�D�FKDQJLQJ�FOLPDWH�$�/LWHUDWXUH�5HYLHZ�SGI

FRPPXQLFDWLQJ�ŴRRG�ULVN�FDQ�UHVXOW�LQ�SXEOLF�
GLVWUXVW��/LQNHG�WR�WKLV�LV�WKH�GLIIHUHQFH�EHWZHHQ�
)ORRG�'HIHQFH�0DQDJHPHQW�DQG�)ORRG�
5LVN�0DQDJHPHQW���WDNLQJ�FDUH�RI�ŌPDWHULDOō�
infrastructure is important, but will not make a 
FRPPXQLW\�UHVLOLHQW��building and maintaining 
a social infrastructure is also crucial.

7KH�UHFHQW�Ō)ORRG�5Hō�SURMHFW��ZKLFK�VHHNV�
WR�PDNH�KRPH�LQVXUDQFH�IRU�WKRVH�LQ�ŴRRG�
affected areas more affordable, has proven 
unintentionally controversial, with some 
commentators arguing that more should be 
GRQH�WR�SUHYHQW�ŴRRGLQJ�HYHQWV�DQG�WKDW�WKH�
costs of providing such a scheme outweigh the 
EHQHƓWV��&ORVHO\�OLQNHG�WR�WKLV�LV�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�

KRPHRZQHUVKLS�SOD\V�D�ELJ�UROH�LQ�GHƓQLQJ�
people’s adaptive capacity: home-owners have 
more choice and greater opportunities to take 
individual flood defensive action. 

)RU�DQ�DUHD�PDGH�XS�RI�PDLQO\�UHQWHG�
SURSHUWLHV��RU�RI�SURSHUWLHV�EXLOW�DIWHU������
ZKLFK�DUH�H[FOXGHG�IURP�WKH�)ORRG�5H�VFKHPH��
this lack of residents’ adaptive capacity can 
have quite a substantial effect. Another aspect 
of the composition of these communities that 
may affect their preparedness is recent growth 
or rapid turnover of residents. This can mean 
that residents do not know about the risks, local 
knowledge may lost, and community networks 
may be limited or lack longevity. 

THE BOTTOM LINE

Consider the wider social context for planning and communicating 
about flooding and climate change in the community you are
working with. Floods do not happen in a vacuum, and without a 
sound understanding of local dynamics, vulnerable members of
the affected community may disproportionately suffer as a result. 
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Personal stories from trusted messengers are
a powerful form of public engagement (see
Section 5), and often the best source for
engaging other communities that have been
DIIHFWHG�E\�ŴRRGLQJ��7KHVH�FRPPXQLFDWRUV�
tend to be quickly trusted due to their 
experience of disaster, and their knowledge 
and experience can help inform others of the 
potential risks and various preventative
measures possible. Their testimony can also 
be a source of support and encouragement to 
RWKHU�FRPPXQLWLHV�IDFLQJ�WKH�ULVN�RI�ŴRRGLQJ��
as their experience and lives after the event are 
demonstrations of success. Resilience can often 
be a hard thing to describe or prescribe actions 
for, but testimonies about adaptations and 
community understandings of risk can help 
demonstrate what resilience is.

These communities can also provide important 
learning for researchers (who in turn wish to 
help other communities become better
prepared for future risks). Participants at the
Oxford workshop frequently relayed stories 
from people proudly describing how their 
community had come together to help each 

Communities that have been
affected multiple times offer powerful
opportunities for learning (but also
have a right to forget) 

‘defining a community by one particular 
experience and neglecting their ‘right
to forget’ can be unhelpful and
actually restrict the learning available’
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Find out more - key references: 

%DUU��6��	�:RRGOH\��(����������/HDUQLQJ�WR�/LVWHQ��$�FRPPXQLW\�DSSURDFK�WR�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�ORFDOLVHG�ŴRRG�HYHQWV�
KWWS���JHRJUDSK\�H[HWHU�DF�XN�QHZV�IHDWXUHGQHZV�WLWOHB������BHQ�KWPO
%XWOHU��&���:DONHU�6SULQJHWW��.��DQG�$GJHU��1����������&RPPXQLW\��UHVLOLHQFH�DQG�ZHOOEHLQJ�LQ�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI�ŴRRGV�
KWWS���JHRJUDSK\�H[HWHU�DF�XN�ZLQWHUŴRRGV�RXWSXWV�SUHVHQWDWLRQV
:KDWPRUH��6��-���/DQH��6��1���2GRQL��1��$���:DUG��1���	�%UDGOH\��6����������&RSURGXFLQJ�ŴRRG�ULVN�NQRZOHGJH��UHGLVWULEXWLQJ�
expertise in critical participatory modelling, (QYLURQPHQW�DQG�3ODQQLQJ��$���������������

other out, stories of great generosity, and of 
meeting new friends. Whilst often traumatic 
DQG�WURXEOLQJ��FROOHFWLYH�UHVSRQVHV�WR�ŴRRG�
risks also offer valuable opportunities to build 
community resilience, and to engage with the 
issue of climate change in terms that everyone 
can understand.

However, in the same way that engaging a 
ŴRRGHG�FRPPXQLW\�DW�WKH�ZURQJ�WLPH�RU�
in the wrong way raises ethical questions 
�VHH�6HFWLRQ�����there are also risks in over-
relying on a particular community for their 
knowledge and experience. Interactions with 
these communities can take on more of an 
extractive quality and, understandably, can 

result in resentment and upset as communities 
are asked to describe a traumatic event and its 
HIIHFWV�DJDLQ�DQG�DJDLQ��'HƓQLQJ�D�FRPPXQLW\�
by one particular experience and neglecting 
their ‘right to forget’ can be unhelpful and 
actually restrict the learning available. 

EXPER IENCES
 different

THE BOTTOM LINE

People’s experience can be authoritative and act as a good
indicator as to how other communities might respond. 
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The ‘psychological distance’ of climate change 
is a recurring challenge for communicators. 
7KDQNIXOO\��PRVW�SHRSOH�LQ�WKH�8.�DUH�\HW�WR�
experience harmful climate impacts, and as 
such, climate risks can seem abstract, remote 
and irrelevant to people’s lived experience. 
)ORRG�HYHQWV��RQ�WKH�RWKHU�KDQG��DUH�WDQJLEOH�
and situated events, which have very concrete 
impacts on local communities.

In line with the growing literature examining 
the concept, the Oxford workshop recognised 
that flood events are a way of reducing the 
psychological distance of climate change. 
,I�DSSURDFKHG�VHQVLWLYHO\��VHFWLRQ����DQG�
with care, they offer an opportunity for a 
conversation about climate change that 
may address an individual’s perception that 
climate change is ‘something that happens 
WR�RWKHU�SHRSOHō��:KHWKHU�ŴRRG�HYHQWV�DFW�DV�
a motivational ‘signal’ for people to engage 
further with climate change is determined by 
ZKHWKHU�WKH\�DWWULEXWH�WKH�ŴRRGLQJ�WR�FOLPDWH�
FKDQJH���VR�QDUUDWLYHV�DERXW�WKH�ŴRRG�FOLPDWH�
link are crucial.

It is important to strike the right balance 
between the ‘local’ and ‘global’ aspect 
of flooding (as a climate impact)  

However, it is important to strike a balance 
between emphasising local and global 
impacts. There is a risk that focusing exclusively 
on localised climate impacts (without linking 
these to the wider national and international 
context) could encourage the sense that climate 
change is ‘only about me’. Research suggests 
WKDW�WKHUH�DUH�ULVNV�LQ�ŌRYHU�ORFDOLVLQJō�FOLPDWH�
FKDQJH��)RU�SHRSOH�ZKR�KDYH�DQ�DOWUXLVWLF�
outlook and value communal goals, focusing 
on a narrow and individualised set of reasons 
for engaging with climate change may actually 
reduce their sense that it is a global priority 
(rather than a localised concern).

‘flood events are a way of
reducing the psychological distance

of climate change’

a personal
 CONNECTION
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Find out more - key references: 

&OLPDWH�&RDOLWLRQ���)RU�WKH�/RYH�2I��http://fortheloveof.org.uk

'HYLQH�:ULJKW��3���3ULFH��-���/HYLVWRQ��=����������0\�FRXQWU\�RU�P\�SODQHW"�([SORULQJ�WKH�LQŴXHQFH�RI�PXOWLSOH�SODFH�DWWDFK�
ments and ideological beliefs upon climate change attitudes and opinions *OREDO�(QYLURQPHQWDO�&KDQJH�������Ŋ����
6FKRHQHIHOG��-��-���	�0F&DXOH\��0��5����������/RFDO�LV�QRW�DOZD\V�EHWWHU��WKH�LPSDFW�RI�FOL�PDWH�LQIRUP�D�WLRQ�RQ�YDOXHV��EHKD�YLRU�
and policy sup port. -RXUQDO�RI�(QYLURQPHQWDO�6WXGLHV�DQG�6FLHQFHV���Ŋ��

There are several options for managing this 
WHQVLRQ��)LUVWO\��LW�VKRXOG�QRW�EH�DVVXPHG�WKDW�
people only value places and communities 
which are geographically local. Making a 
personal connection with an individual or 
FRPPXQLW\���LQ�WKH�ZDNH�RI�D�ŴRRG��RU�HYHQ�
EHWWHU�LQ�DGYDQFH�RI�LW�RFFXUULQJ���FDQ�PHDQ�
drawing parallels between a local area or 
groups and other communities (either
nationally or internationally).

THE BOTTOM LINE

Flood events are local and tangible events that impact directly 
on people’s lives, and are likely to reduce the ‘psychological 
distance’ of climate change if a link between flooding and 
climate change is present in the public mind. To avoid locally-
framed messages about climate change backfiring, draw 
parallels to other similar communities and remember to highlight 
the things people love that are affected by climate change that 
may not be geographically local. 

Using tools (such as videos) which build on 
the experiences of other communities is also a 
powerful way of promoting a sense of solidarity 
that reaches across spatial boundaries. And 
DV�WKH�&OLPDWH�&RDOLWLRQōV�Ō)RU�WKH�/RYH�2Iō�
campaign demonstrates, making climate 
change relevant to people’s lives doesn’t have 
to mean reinforcing their sense of self interest 
(just making it more tangible). 
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$IWHU�D�ŴRRG��FRPPXQLFDWRUV�PD\�IHHO�
compelled to encourage a community to try 
DQG�JHW�ŌEDFN�WR�QRUPDOō��WR�UHVWRUH�D�IHHOLQJ�
of security and the familiarity of life before the 
ŴRRG��&HUWDLQO\��WKHUH�PD\�EH�D�VWURQJ�GULYH�
towards this from communities themselves. 
However, getting ‘back to normal’ may not 
be possible in a changing climate, and future 
ŴRRGLQJ�FRXOG�SRWHQWLDOO\�EH�ZRUVH�WKDQ�
previous episodes. There may also be items 
and possessions in people’s homes that are 
damaged beyond repair. The Oxford workshop 
suggested that this can be one of the most 
WUDXPDWLF�DVSHFWV�RI�H[SHULHQFLQJ�D�ŴRRG�
and part of this grief is coming to terms with 
the fact that there may have been things they 
could have done to prevent the damage. 
Communications should encourage people to 
rebuild their homes, but to make them more 
resilient, rather than exactly as they were before 
WKH�ŴRRG��)RU�VRPH�SHRSOH��WKHVH�FKDQJHV�ZLOO�
be small (such as learning how to modify their 
ventilation bricks), but for others, this may mean 
VLJQLƓFDQW�PRGHUDWLRQV�WR�WKHLU�KRXVH��VXFK�DV�
heightening electrical sockets or having tiled 
ŴRRUV��DQG�IRU�VRPH�HYHQ�PRYLQJ�KRXVH�

Communication and engagement should focus 
on preparedness���GUDZLQJ�RQ�SDVW�H[SHULHQFHV�
to be more prepared for future risks in a 
changing climate. What things can people do 
WR�KHOS�SURWHFW�WKHLU�KRPH�DJDLQVW�ŴRRGLQJ�LQ�

‘if a community engages collectively
in building a more flood-resilient

town or village, a new idea of what
‘normal’ looks like can develop’
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9

Communications should empower 
people to respond and adapt to
future flood risks - focusing on 
preparedness and support rather
than ‘getting back to normal’ 

© Amy O



Find out more - key references: 

Climate Access (2015). The Preparation Frame: A Guide to Building Understanding of Climate Impacts and Engagement in 
Solutions, KWWS���ZZZ�FOLPDWHDFFHVV�RUJ�SUHSDUDWLRQ�IUDPH  

0LVKUD��6���0D]XPGDU��6���DQG�6XDU��'����������3ODFH�DWWDFKPHQW�DQG�ŴRRG�SUHSDUHGQHVV��-RXUQDO�RI�(QYLURQPHQWDO�3V\FKRORJ\��
���������������

WKH�IXWXUH"�+RZ�FDQ�WKH\�PDNH�WKHLU�KRXVHV�DQG�
FRPPXQLWLHV�VDIHU�WKDQ�WKH\�ZHUH�EHIRUH���QRW�
‘back to normal,’ but ‘more prepared for the 
IXWXUHō"�5HVHDUFK�VXJJHVWV�WKDW�SHRSOH�IURP�
different political backgrounds respond well 
to a ‘preparation’ frame when communicating 
FOLPDWH�PHVVDJHV���HYHQ�WKRVH�ZKR�GRQōW�
express much concern about climate risks. 
Notions such as ‘respons ib ility,’ ‘stew ard ship,’ 
‘fair ness,’ ‘better to be pre pared,’ and ideas of 
‘pro tec tion and safety’ resonate well across the 
political spectrum, helping frame the risks of 
LQFUHDVHG�ŴRRGLQJ�GXH�WR�FOLPDWH�FKDQJH�

THE BOTTOM LINE

In a changing climate, getting ‘back to normal’
may not be possible. Instead, support communities

to be better prepared for future flood risks. 
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PREPAREDNESS
      focus on

If a community engages collectively in building 
D�PRUH�ŴRRG�UHVLOLHQW�WRZQ�RU�YLOODJH��D�QHZ�
idea of what ‘normal’ is like can develop. 
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���3ULRU�WR�SDUWLFLSDWLQJ�LQ�WKH�ZRUNVKRS��DWWHQGHHV�FRPSOHWHG�D�Ō.QRZOHGJH�([FKDQJHō�IRUP�UHTXHVWLQJ�UHFRPPHQGDWLRQV�
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5HDGLQJō�OLVW�UHŴHFWV�WKRVH�UHFRPPHQGDWLRQV�
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:KLWWOH��5���0HGG��:���0RUW��0���'HHPLQJ��+���:DONHU��0���7ZLJJHU�5RVV��&���:DONHU��*���:DWVRQ��1����������Ō3ODFLQJ�WKH�ŴRRG�
UHFRYHU\�SURFHVVō��LQ�,�&RQYHU\��*�&RUVDQH�	�3�'DYLV��HGV���'LVSODFHG�KHULWDJH��UHVSRQVHV�WR�GLVDVWHU��WUDXPD�DQG�ORVV. The 
%R\GHOO�3UHVV��:RRGEULGJH��SS����������
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Relevant projects & reports

Project ASPECT�'LJLWDO�VWRULHV�WKDW�SXW�FOLPDWH�FKDQJH�LQWR�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI�SHRSOHōV�HYHU\GD\�OLYHV��http://www.projectaspect.org

Climate Outreach��*XLGH�RQ�communicating adaptation. KWWS���FOLPDWHRXWUHDFK�RUJ�UHVRXUFHV�FRPPXQLFDWLQJ�FOLPDWH�
FKDQJH�DGDSWDWLRQ�D�SUDFWLFDO�JXLGH�WR�YDOXHV�EDVHG�FRPPXQLFDWLRQ

Climate Just�ZHE�WRRO���PDSSLQJ�DQG�WH[W�EDVHG�LQIRUPDWLRQ�DERXW�FOLPDWH�FKDQJH�DQG�VRFLDO�GLVDGYDQWDJH��http://www.
climatejust.org.uk

‘Coastal Communities 2150’ project from the Environment Agency is a well run scheme with strong public support in the 
area near to where I live, Seaford in East Sussex. KWWS���ZHEDUFKLYH�QDWLRQDODUFKLYHV�JRY�XN����������������KWWS���ZZZ�
HQYLURQPHQW�DJHQF\�JRY�XN�DERXWXV�ZIR��������DVS[

Flood Plan Guide��3UHSDUH�IRU�D�ŴRRG�DQG�JHW�KHOS�GXULQJ�DQG�DIWHU��KWWSV���ZZZ�JRY�XN�SUHSDUH�IRU�D�ŴRRG�PDNH�D�ŴRRG�SODQ

Flood, vulnerability and urban resilience��D�UHDO�WLPH�VWXG\�RI�ORFDO�UHFRYHU\�IROORZLQJ�WKH�ŴRRGV�RI�-XQH������LQ�+XOO�������
�������KWWS���ZZZ�ODQFDVWHU�DF�XN�OHF�VLWHV�FVZP�+XOO���)ORRGV���3URMHFW�+)3BKRPH�SKS

The Geographical Journal (special issue) on the UK winter storms of 2013-14. http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/
JHRM����������LVVXH���LVVXHWRF

Herne Hill and Dulwich flood risk management proposal KWWS���ZZZ�VRXWKZDUN�JRY�XN�GRZQORDGV�GRZQORDG������KHUQHB
KLOOBDQGBGXOZLFKBŴRRGBULVNBPDQDJHPHQWBSURSRVDO

Ipsos MORI�3XEOLF�)ORRG�6XUYH\���������:DOHV��1DWXUDO�5HVRXUFHV�:DOHV

Know Your Flood Risk Homeowners guide to Flood Resilience KWWS���ZZZ�NQRZ\RXUŴRRGULVN�FR�XN�VLWHV�GHIDXOW�ƓOHV�
)ORRG*XLGHB)RU+RPHRZQHUV�SGI

Know Your Flood Risk Guide to Flood Recovery KWWS���ZZZ�NQRZ\RXUŴRRGULVN�FR�XN�VLWHV�GHIDXOW�ƓOHV�
)ORRG5HFRYHU\*XLGHB,QWHUDFWLYH�SGI

Local Government Association Briefing to Councillors: ‘Ensuring your community is resilient to the impacts of extreme 
weather.’ KWWS���ZZZ�ORFDO�JRY�XN�GRFXPHQWV���������������/������&/�5HVLOLHQW�FB:(%�3')�D�DEIFDH�D�GE���FH�
DEDH���F��G�G�EHD

Local Government Association��*XLGH�WR�FRPPXQLFDWLQJ�LQ�H[WUHPH�ZHDWKHU�HYHQWV��http://www.local.gov.uk/
GRFXPHQWV���������������/�������([WUHPH�:HDWKHU�&RPPXQLFDWLRQV�*XLGDQFHB���SGI�GD�H�����EG�H���H�������
���F�IH���D�

MAGIC��0XOWL�VFDOH�$GDSWDWLRQV�WR�*OREDO�&KDQJH��,PSDFWV�RQ�YXOQHUDELOLW\�LQ�FRDVWDO�DUHDV��2Q�KRZ�WR�GHYHORS�DSSURSULDWH�
UHVSRQVHV�WR�ULVN�DQG�YXOQHUDELOLW\�LQ�FRDVWDO�]RQHV��http://magic.irstea.fr/en

Northamptonshire Council Flood Toolkit KWWS���ZZZ�ŴRRGWRRONLW�FRP�HGXFDWLRQ

Public Health England & Environment Agency: guide for the public on making a personal flood plan.���https://www.gov.uk/
JRYHUQPHQW�SXEOLFDWLRQV�ŴRRGLQJ�SODQQLQJ�PDQDJLQJ�DQG�UHFRYHULQJ�IURP�D�ŴRRG

Ricardo / AEA �������35(3$5(���Climate risk acceptability�)LQGLQJV�IURP�D�VHULHV�RI�GHOLEHUDWLYH�ZRUNVKRSV�DQG�RQOLQH�
VXUYH\��3DUW�RI�WKH�35(3$5(�3URJUDPPH�RI�UHVHDUFK�RQ�SUHSDUHGQHVV��DGDSWDWLRQ�DQG�ULVN��5HSRUW�IRU�'()5$��,SVRV�025,��
KWWS���ZZZ�VFLHQFHGLUHFW�FRP�VFLHQFH�DUWLFOH�SLL�6����������������

RISC-KIT�������������LV�DQ�(8�)3��&ROODERUDWLYH�SURMHFW��GHYHORSLQJ�PHWKRGV��WRROV�DQG�PDQDJHPHQW�DSSURDFKHV�WR�
reduce risk and increase resilience�WR�ORZ�IUHTXHQF\��KLJK�LPSDFW�hydro-meteorological events�LQ�WKH�FRDVWDO�]RQH��http://
ZZZ�ULVFNLW�HX�QS��KRPH�KWPO

Sustainable Flood Memories KWWSV���ŴRRGPHPRULHV�ZRUGSUHVV�FRP

SHAPE: an online tool for strategic planning of services and physical assets for health care and social care professionals. 
http://shape.dh.gov.uk/index.asp

‘The Coming Storm’��+RZ�(DVW�6XVVH[�ZLOO�EH�DIIHFWHG�E\�ŴRRGLQJ�DQG�VWRUPV�UHVXOWLQJ�IURP�FOLPDWH�FKDQJH��http://
ZHEDUFKLYH�QDWLRQDODUFKLYHV�JRY�XN����������������KWWS���ZZZ�HQYLURQPHQW�DJHQF\�JRY�XN�DERXWXV�ZIR��������DVS[

The Land of Summer People��&RQQHFWLQJ�DUWLVWV�DQG�3K'�VWXGHQWV�IURP�WKH�:,6(�SURMHFW�WR�MRLQWO\�ZRUN�RQ�FRPPXQLFDWLQJ�
ŴRRG�LVVXHV�ZLWK�WKH�SXEOLF�LQ�6RPHUVHW��KWWS���WKHODQGRIWKHVXPPHUSHRSOH�RUJ�WKH�SURMHFW�

Voice of the floods exhibition KWWS���ZDGZRUWKFRXQFLO�RUJ�XN�SDJHV�ŴRRG�SGI


