
Introduction
Hypothesis
If people do not understand their risks to flooding, then they will not 
understand flood safety messaging and will be unprepared if a flood 
were to impact their homes. 

Objectives
• Identify the flood risk perception of Lancaster County (LancCo) 

residents (target audience)
• Identify the most effective way to tailor flood hazard messaging to 

the perceptions of the target audience to enhance safety and 
reduce loss of life and property

• Provide weather and emergency management experts and local 
decision-makers with suggested flood hazard messaging 
refinements

Motivation
Regional Historic Flooding Hazards

There have been numerous extreme flooding events over the years 
that have led to significant flooding in the area of this study. As a 
result, it is imperative that LancCo residents have flood awareness as 
well as receive and comprehend hazard messaging. 

Background
Hazard risk perception research shows that:
• “People selectively absorb information that is relevant and 

convenient to their reality” (Burn 1999)
• “Individuals respond appropriately when they are aware of and 

understand the dangers associated with a given hazard” (Slovic
1987)

• “Communities with low flood awareness, risk perception, 
preparedness, and mitigation efforts, are more susceptible to 
sociocultural and economic damages” (Messner et al. 2007)

Methods
Summary of Surveys/Interviews
• 40 participants
• 50 questions 

Categories of questions 
• Risk Perception
• Awareness of Vulnerability
• Messaging 
• Socio-Demographics 

Results
The results listed here were key responses to the emergency management-related questions. The expansive study also had meteorological components.
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Summary of Findings and Conclusion
• People who live on high ground and/or people who have not experienced flooding before are 

not worried about flooding damaging their house in the future. 
• The preferred way to get a message across to someone is to create a municipality-wide alert 

for their cell phones and utilize the TV banner with sound on all channels. 
• There needs to be more visual outreach and education specifically about flooding. People 

tend to understand their risks with other hazards that they can visualize, unless they’ve 
personally experienced a flooding event.

• People appreciate the work of their local officials surrounding flooding events, but want more 
timely and consistent flood information. 
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Risk Perception
Motivation to Take Action
• Top 3 hazards of concern were fire, 

termites, sink holes while flooding was 
moderate to low concern

• 80% would take action if the 
TV/radio/officials specifically mention 
their local neighborhood could 
experience flooding.

• 75% would evacuate if local officials put 
in evacuation orders ahead of extreme 
rainfall event that would result in major 
flooding 

Personal Preparedness
• 87.5% did not have a flood safety plan
• 35% had a car safety kit
• 20% had a Go Kit

Awareness of Vulnerability
• 62.5% of participants lived outside of a flood 

plain, but still understand that floods can occur 
outside of flood plains

• Everyone realized that electrical wires, loose 
articles, bacteria can linger in flood waters

• Most had homeowners insurance, 15% said 
that covered flooding through rider. 43% never 
thought about getting flood insurance. 

• People felt safest on both their first and second 
floors if there were a chance for flooding in 
their neighborhood. 

• 38% of participants would wait until 10”+ of 
water was in their home before they’d 
evacuate. 23% of people would evacuate with 
7-9” of water, and 22% of people would go with 
4-6” of water in their homes.

Messaging
Preferred Verbiage to Induce Action 
NWS Warnings and Alerts
• Flash Flood Emergency 
• Flash Flood Warning
• Flood Warning

Descriptive Verbiage Using Objectives You Can Visualize 
• Quickly rising water
• Water reaching the bottom of your car
• Water reaching the bottom of your ankles

Descriptive Verbiage About Flooding 
• Extreme flooding
• Damaging flooding
• Major flooding

Preferred Method of Receiving Flood Messaging 
• Alert notification with sound – like Emergency Alert 

System
• Municipality-wide text message (SMS alert system) 

or app 
• TV (alert message banner with sound on all 

channels, not just basic cable stations) 

Figure 1. Map of Lancaster County, 
PA depicting a geographical heat 
map of participants from Lancaster 
County Emergency Management 
Agency (Geographic Information 
System Division of the Lancaster 
County Information Technology 
Department, 2020).

Age 21-89 Years Old
Gender 50% Male, 50% Female

Education High School – Graduate Degree 
Level

Neighborhood Style Suburban, Rural, and Urban
Own or Rent Home 77.5% Own, 22.5% Rent

Living Alone or With Others 90% With Others, 10% Alone
Household Income 50% is greater than $100,000

Key Question:  Local Official Messaging
What they do well
• Local fire and police do great
• Large trash bins were helpful
• Local officials do well

Areas of improvement
• Get more, consistent information out earlier
• Develop/use a local emergency app
• Stormwater management 

Table 1. Breakdown of socio-demographics and 
select household information of participants.

Socio-demographic Breakdown

Contact me at amberjliggett@gmail.com. Learn more about the study at www.amberliggett.com/research. 
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