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Abstract

Despite well-documented evidence of the potential physical impacts of flooding,
research has so far neglected to fully investigate the manner by which different
aspects of decision making at community level could influence resilience to
flooding. This research attempts to investigate this gap in knowledge by
exploring ways in which a better understanding of the expectations associated
with social responsibility could potentially increase community resilience. There
is particular emphasis upon the interrelationships between social responsibility
and the decision making process. This paper sets the context for this
investigation and proposes a methodology that attempts to not only understand
how key community groups perceive their own levels of social responsibility to
the community, but also what level of social responsibility they believe the other
groups should have. It is argued that community groups may not even be aware
that they are failing to meet their expected level of social responsibility.
Therefore, the gaps discovered by this methodology between a group’s own
perception and how they are perceived by others would highlight barriers to
community resilience. An argument for research to better understand resilience
at the level of the community by exploring the individual and interconnected
decision making of householders, small businesses and policy makers, is further
elaborated. The arguments presented here will be of interest to community
leaders and provide considerations for built environment professionals
embarking on the development of resilience measures, with considerations
suggested for future research within this field.

Keywords: climate change, community resilience, decision making, risk
perception, social responsibility.



1 Introduction

The academic literature indicates that human activity is having a large,
detrimental effect upon the environment, increasing climate change and thereby
increasing the likelihood of extreme weather events, such as severe flooding [1].
In modern times, our built environments have become increasingly merged with
the natural environment, making both more susceptible to flooding. Flooding has
not only become more frequent and more severe, but also society has become
more vulnerable to its effects. Flooding is of particular concern within the UK,
and in 2007 there was widespread flooding that caused an enormous amount of
damage as again our fragile infrastructure was not able to cope with such an
extreme event. There is an inextricable link between people, their built
environment and its relationship with flooding. The better prepared people
within a built environment are, the smaller the impact the flooding is able to
have. This is important because above all the forecasts and technologies of the
modern age, it is argued that the people remain the key to a successful defence.
Following the extreme flooding event in 2007, the Pitt review [2] acknowledged
the importance of building resilience at local community level, and provided
tangible evidences of how this resilience could limit the damages from flooding.
However, research has so far neglected to fully investigate this area within the
built environment with which we are most familiar and is most salient to our
needs: our own community. This paper reports an investigation to enhance
understanding of decision making processes and interrelationships between three
key community groups (policy makers, householders and small businesses) in
order to improve the resilience of the local community. A better understanding of
social responsibility, the decision making process, and interrelationships
amongst members of the community will help joined-up thinking and optimise
the selection of adaptation and mitigation strategies to flooding. Firstly this paper
discusses resilience and decision making at the level of the community, before
exploring potential barriers and drivers for community resilience through a
greater understanding of social responsibility. This paper details the proposed
methodology for investigating this area and concludes with considerations for
further research.

2 Community resilience

Many definitions of resilience describe communities dealing with the effects of a
flooding event and then returning to their normal functioning prior to the event.
However, if a community returns to its previous state then it may have bounced
back from the event but it has not actually increased its resilience to similar
events. Instead, resilience must be thought of as containing elements of learning
and adaptation to events so that community resilience can be increased. The
resilience of a community is determined by the interconnected system’s ability to
absorb disturbance, self-organise and contain the capacity to learn and adapt [3].
It is the attitudes, perceptions and behaviours that members of a community
adopt or display prior to a flooding event that can determine the ability of that



community to absorb the disturbance. Furthermore, these aspects also determine
their motivation and ability for self-organisation during the event and how much
they are willing to learn from the event in order to change their perceptions and
behaviours.

There has been research conducted on a number of aspects of extreme
flooding events and climate change, such as resilience, adaptive capacity and
vulnerability at the national, regional and sector levels [4], but there has been
very little research conducted within the heart of our built environments, at the
local community level. As a conceptual framework, it is helpful to understand a
community in geographical terms as the members of these communities not only
share the resources of that area but also have a shared risk of hazards.
Furthermore if members of these communities share common resources and
hazards it may be easier to identify the differences between individuals that
possess different levels of engagement with the issue of climate change. A
localised approach will provide a better context for understanding the decisions
of members of the community who fail to engage in resilience promoting
actions. Lorenzoni and Pidgeon [5] support this view, stating that although there
is concern regarding climate change present in Europe and the USA; it is not a
high enough concern to change behaviours in daily lives and therefore saliency
of risk must be increased by concentrating communication of risk at the
community level.

There are four main stages to the resilience process, collectively known as the
social resilience cycle [6]. The first stage is mitigation where there is a general
process of increasing a community’s ability to cope with a flooding event, for
example by not building on flood plains or by better protecting buildings. The
decisions associated with this stage are the planning and preparation decisions
made before the flooding occurs, such as training staff, which provide a basis for
community resilience to the flooding event. This first stage is arguably the most
crucial stage in determining the degree of resilience that a community will have
to a flood as it can also affect the capabilities of the later stages. The first stage is
also the phase where perceptions, beliefs and other human barriers can create the
most diverse behaviour, as trying to convey the dangers of a flood which has not
yet occurred is infinitely more difficult than pointing out the danger and
destruction that surrounds people in the later stages. Therefore, these potential
barriers to resilience need to be better understood.

2.1 Key community groups

The continued successful resilience of the community in the short to medium
term relies upon the groups which make up that community, such as the
householders, small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and policy makers.
Communities are made up of individuals, each of whom can have an effect upon
their personal level of resilience to flooding, which in turn will have an effect
upon their community resilience. Individuals have a responsibility then to
increase their resilience and they can do so through their lifestyle choices and the
decisions they make about being aware of the risks faced by their community.
Unfortunately, many people are unaware or are in denial about the risks they live



with each day. It is these counterproductive attitudes and flawed decision making
which needs to be changed in order to increase resilience. In order to instigate
the necessary changes, researchers need to firstly understand how and why
people reach the decisions they do about the risk of flooding, as well as
understanding how the interdependencies within the community and societal
infrastructure as a whole can affect these decisions. For example, why do local
policy makers make the decision to build houses on flood plains when they know
that this decreases their community resilience to an extreme flooding event?
Why do householders and businesses make the decision to occupy buildings on
flood plains when they know that this decreases their personal resilience to an
extreme flooding event?

The example above indicates that there is a lack of understanding of
individual and social responsibility being taken for actions that can affect
personal, community and national resilience to flooding, and tension between
competing factors influencing decisions. We may live in a modern blame culture
but there appears to be a lack of accountability for the tragedies that occur when
the effects of disasters are increased because individuals have to make less than
optimum decisions that have decreased their resilience to such events. Is it the
fault of householders who choose to live there or the fault of policy makers who
allow people to build there? Too often flooding events are blamed on being an
‘act of God” when in fact a clear pathway of poor decisions made over a long
period of time have contributed to the final damage caused by these events.
Furthermore the over reliance upon others that is fostered through our modern
interdependent lifestyles can also contribute to attitudes, decisions, expectations
and behaviours which are detrimental to our resilience. The over reliance upon
the emergency services can leave vulnerable situations throughout the
community. Therefore, individuals need to play a greater role in increasing both
their personal and community resilience to ensure that in the future communities
will be better protected against these events. However, before we can change
behaviour we must first overcome the perceptual barriers that affect our decision
making.

3 Perceptions of risk in decision making

In the US, personal responsibility is recognised by the Federal Emergency
Management Agency as being the key to building a resilient community. It has
been shown though that households, SME’s and policy makers underestimate
risks that appear distant or global, such as the risk of extreme flooding events
which are rare [7]. Communities not fully acknowledging the information
available and thereby not acknowledging the risk or understanding their roles
and responsibilities has been seen in studies in the USA, Canada and Europe [8].
Particular community groups may not even acknowledge that they have any roles
or responsibilities towards flooding events or community resilience at all, as
even simple denial of the risk has been found to justify lack of action on climate
change [9]. There are many different perceptions of the risks posed by flooding,
with some people suggesting that immediate action should be taken, others



suggesting that the scientific evidence is unreliable, or given the uncertainty
nothing should be done until there is more reliable evidence, or simply not
believing that climate change affects their lives in any way [5]. Therefore, how
much people believe they are at risk of flooding may determine their behaviour
in preparing against such a disaster. Given then that perceptions of risk are not
well understood or even accepted by many community stakeholders then it is
reasonable to suggest that perceptions of roles and responsibilities relating to this
risk may contain both conceptual and behavioural aspects which are detrimental
to community resilience.

This makes the issue of flooding a particularly complicated concern for
people making decisions as individuals, organisations, communities and society
as a whole. Given that modern society contains masses of interdependencies to
function efficiently, it will require an appreciation of further interconnectedness,
in the form of joined-up-thinking between key community groups, to efficiently
increase community resilience. This need for integration is reflected in
community resilience models [10] which have stressed the importance of
participation and the need to integrate stakeholders. This is further emphasised
by the need to integrate community groups within climate change education. Top
down information (policy makers telling people what should be done) does not
appear to be working and therefore bottom up information (community groups
integrating information together) is suggested to improve risk communication
and community resilience [11]. Several main activities of Local Resilience
Forums in the UK regions are to raise awareness of flooding risks, to enhance
flood warnings before flooding, and to provide information of welfare needs
once flooding has receded, at local community level [2]. However, there are
many emotional and psychological obstacles which hamper interconnected
decision making and resilience measures. These support the overall view that it
is the decisions we make about our behaviour, whether it be as individuals or as
part of a team, which creates the largest obstacle to successful measures to deal
with flooding. The decision making process of individuals is recognised as being
a vital part of community resilience. However, a number of factors can
negatively affect the decision to engage with the issue. Therefore it is imperative
that research identifies the most important of these factors and attempts to
combat their negative effects upon the decision making process so that improved
non-technical resilience measures can be proposed. We will now explore social
responsibility as one of the main factors that contains the potential to affect the
decision making process.

4 Social responsibility

One of the main areas to emerge from the discussion of resilience is the idea of
individuals being more socially responsible and accepting a greater level of
individual responsibility for community resilience. Therefore exploring
perceptions of social responsibility for flooding will provide an excellent
platform from which to investigate barriers and drivers to community resilience.



It is important though to understand the concept of social responsibility and how
it may be used as a research tool.

4.1 Social responsibility as a concept

Social responsibility is a term that has been utilised in a variety of forms but is
widely recognised as relating to the relationships between the economic,
environmental and social aspects of an organisation or groups activities that
endeavour to benefit society [12]. It is largely agreed that social responsibility is
an important topic not only for the business environment but also for wider
society, with negative effects, such as new legislation and adverse publicity, seen
as arising from a failure to recognise and maintain a suitable level of social
responsibility [13]. Understanding how people perceive themselves and each
other in relation to a particular aspect can be a useful way of investigating that
aspect itself. This raises the question of how do these three key community
groups view each other’s roles and responsibilities and are there any gaps
between expectations of others and understanding of one’s own role? These gaps
would represent potential barriers to increasing community resilience.

4.2 Social responsibility as a research tool

When investigating social responsibility research has largely focused on how
businesses attend to societal needs through corporate social responsibility (CSR),
however it could be argued that this has largely been an investigation of public
relations rather than actually exploring the processes associated with social
responsibility. Corporate social responsibility and public relations share such
strong similarities in their origins, theories and practices that the distinction
between the two fields has become blurred. It has even been stated that public
relations is simply the practice of social responsibility, despite there being key
differences between these two fields [14]. Therefore when one thinks of social
responsibility they think of the responsibility that businesses have to the general
public and how they communicate information to the public and act upon the
feedback [15, 16], however this may actually be a more fitting description of the
foundations of public relations models, such as the four step management
process [17] and the RACE framework [18], rather than social responsibility.
Even the foundations of CSR models themselves, such as the four-step process
of corporate social involvement [19], may not be suitable to investigate the
relationship between social responsibility and community resilience. This is
because CSR models are built with the purpose of being related to the business,
with the public being a part of this particular business process. CSR is influenced
by a number of driving actors, such as investors, consumer demand, government
regulation, supply chain requirements and civil groups, all of which apply in
varying degrees to different businesses [14].

However, when investigating community resilience it is not solely the
community group’s responsibilities to each other which is being investigated, but
is instead largely focused upon their responsibilities to the community itself and
their roles within it. This is an important distinction that highlights the



differences between social responsibility as an independent aspect, rather than
CSR, which is a business orientated view of social responsibility, and public
relations models, which although do allow a two-way flow of information are not
suitable for climate change research as they do not provide true equality and
integration between multiple community groups as again they have been created
for a different purpose. It is unknown therefore whether or not the drivers
identified for social responsibility in a corporate context will apply to
perceptions of social responsibility in relation to climate change and this paper
proposes a different use of social responsibility as a research tool.

Given then that community resilience to flooding relies upon the successful
integration of each of the three key stakeholder groups, householders, SMEs and
policy makers, then it is reasonable to suggest that social responsibility research
should not be conceptualised or investigated as a circular process (see figure 1,
illustration on the left), as this limits integration, which this paper suggests is a
necessary component of future resilience measures. Social responsibility
research instead needs to investigate perceptions of the roles and responsibilities
that the key community groups have not only of themselves, but also how they
perceive the other groups, with new ideas generated and communicated by each
of the groups rather than the public simply providing feedback on business ideas
or policies, creating a multi-path framework of perceptions and providing a basis
for integration (see figure 1, illustration on the right).
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Figure 1:  Public relations process vs. community social responsibility
framework.

Exploring social responsibility in this integrated manner will highlight
potential links between these community groups, how they are contextualised by
social responsibility and how this may affect overall community resilience. For
example, it is reasonable to state that householders may expect policy makers to
do everything they can to prevent flooding and policy makers may expect
householders to do everything they can to lessen the impact if it does flood. This



point was also raised by the Pitt Review [2] in that the responsibility does not
rest solely on the UK Government and other relevant authorities as they cannot
protect the community from all consequences of disasters. However history has
shown us that householders do not do anything until it is too late, such as
ignoring flood warnings due to experience of false alarms, and when it does go
wrong they then shift the responsibility to the policy makers. But the policy
makers have to follow procedures which often assume that the householders are
taking actions to lessen the impact of flooding. It is these kinds of gaps and
misunderstanding of social responsibilities that can cause failings in resilience
measures and drain extra resources. The householders are blaming the policy
makers when in fact they have decreased their own resilience (by not taking
actions to protect themselves) and their community’s resilience (by allowing the
flood to cause greater damage and thereby using up more of the limited resources
available). Current perceptions of social responsibility need to be understood to
identify these gaps and misunderstandings so that attitudes and expectations can
be changed and resilience improved. These gaps would not be highlighted
simply by only asking each group about their perceptions of their own
responsibilities and therefore this integrated approach needs to be adopted.

S Methodology

The methodology proposed is designed to explore perceptions of social
responsibility within and between community groups, with the objective of
highlighting potential barriers or drivers for community resilience. The
investigation will use a mixed methodological approach, with questionnaires
providing quantitative data regarding perceptions of social responsibility and
open-ended interviews providing qualitative data. This design allows the
questionnaire responses to provide an overview of perceptions of social
responsibility within and between community groups and the interview
responses to provide more specific details about the relationships between
community groups and place the broader perceptions in context.

The study will use participant information sheets and consent forms for the
questionnaires and interviews to provide details about why the research was
being conducted, what was expected of the participants, providing contact details
of the researchers and informing participants of their rights regarding
participation and data use. The study will use four versions of a Perceptions of
Social Responsibility Questionnaire, one containing questions about the self, one
relating to householders, one to SMEs and one to policy makers. These
questionnaires are based upon a modified version of Berkowitz and Lutterman’s
[20] Social Responsibility Questionnaire which has provided a valid and reliable
basis for researching social responsibility since its creation. Modified versions of
the original questionnaire have been used in research informing social
responsibility scales [21], exploring ethics and social responsibility in relation to
grocery shopping [22], testing attitudes in relation to social involvement models
[23] and exploring psychosocial factors that influence volunteer work [24].



In the same way that Berkowitz and Lutterman [20] describe participation of
individuals in society as leading to greater adoption of that society’s attitudes
and values, so too can it be reasonably expected that a householders, SME
manager’s or policy maker’s role within a community be likely to lead to
adoption of community norms. This is achieved through both laws and social
rewards for meeting the expectations of those roles within the community;
however it is unknown exactly what perceptions and behaviours these
expectations create within the mindset of each community group for any given
aspect of the community, for example during an extreme flood within the
community. The original Social Responsibility Questionnaire measured an
individual’s acceptance of the traditional values of their society. The aims of this
project though are to reflect the perceptions of a community group in relation to
a particular aspect and as such the original attitudinal statements were modified
to meet the aims of the research.

All four versions of the modified Social Responsibility Questionnaires will
use the 12 modified attitudinal statements, with the terminology regarding the
‘self” in the self-perception questionnaire being directed towards householders,
SMEs or policy makers in their respective questionnaires. The statements will be
scored using a 4 point Likert scale ranging from Strongly Agree (4) to Strongly
Disagree (1), with a number of statement being reverse scored to counter
acquiescence. This will give each questionnaire a potential score range of
between 12 (representing very low social responsibility) and 48 (representing
very high social responsibility). These attitudinal questions will provide
information about how each community group views their own social
responsibility and how socially responsible they perceive the other two
community groups to be.

In order to provide a context for the perceptions of social responsibility
highlighted by the questionnaires, an open-ended social responsibility interview
schedule will be designed to facilitate cognitive mapping interviews. Cognitive
mapping is a technique used to structure and evaluate accounts of problems and
previous research has utilised cognitive mapping to explore decision making
processes at both a micro level for individual problem solving [25] and at a
macro level for corporate strategy development [26], as well as to investigate
related issues such as risk [27]. Cognitive maps are a widely used validated
research tool for exploring representations of knowledge of particular subjects,
problem solving, decision making and representing attitudes [28].

Cognitive mapping will be used as a tool to record information gathered from
interviews, achieved by recording phrases used by the interviewees under
particular headings. These headings become concepts which are presented in a
visual format displaying their relevant connections and interactions, revealing
patterns of reasoning [26]. Cognitive mapping produces a representation of how
an individual views a particular problem topic, in this instance their own or
others social responsibility. It also involves the noting of opposite poles of
information to help explain the meaning of particular concepts and the
identification of possible options and outcomes within pairs of concepts,
highlighting conflicts between different individuals [26]. Furthermore, the



grouping of cognitive maps also allows individuals to see where their view
stands in relation to others, increasing deeper understanding of the topic and
highlighting gaps or potential alternatives to existing measures [26]. Cognitive
maps of the resilience of individual community groups could be merged to create
a collective map of community resilience. These qualities make it a useful tool
for exploring perceptions of social responsibility both within individual
community groups and between community groups.

6 Conclusion

Climate change is a serious threat and extreme weather events, such as severe
flooding, are becoming more frequent within the UK. It is important that
communities find new ways to increase community resilience to such events and
it is proposed that the three community groups that will play a key role in this
aspect are householders, SMEs and policy makers. Current community resilience
models and research in the area have highlighted social responsibility as a
potential factor that affects resilience levels and this research proposes that
further exploration of this aspect may highlight potential barriers and drivers for
community resilience. This will be achieved by using an inter-relational
framework for exploring social responsibility within and between these three key
community groups. With this, we can investigate current self-perceptions of
social responsibility of key community groups, investigate current perceptions of
social responsibility between key community groups and explore the relationship
between perceptions of social responsibility and community resilience in relation
to flooding. This paper proposed a methodology which investigates social
responsibility in this way. The gaps between the expectations a community
group has of meeting its own social responsibilities and the expectations other
groups have of that group will be indicative of barriers to resilience. This is
because either social responsibilities are not being met by that group or are being
wrongly attributed to that group within the perceptions held by the other groups.
The results will provide a deeper insight into the affect that different perceptions
of social responsibility may have upon the wider issue of community resilience.
It is believed that the findings will further highlight the need for integration
between community groups and will be of use to community leaders (e.g. Local
Authorities and Local Resilience Forums including various local flood action
groups) to make better decisions regarding community resilience measures.
Future research in this area must consider that many social and psychological
factors may not be distinct from each other and may influence and affect each
other, as well as the overall decision making process, rather than simply being a
correlation between the two aspects of social responsibility and community
resilience. This paper has focused on the first stage of the social resilience cycle,
but future research should also consider the effects that improved social
responsibility may have upon the other stages. One of the first tasks faced by
researchers though is establishing a common framework for measuring social
responsibility within the community. There is much work to be done in this field,
but what can be concluded is that the role of perceptions of social responsibility



are extremely important when trying to protect our built environments from
flooding disasters.
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