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Executive Summary  
The report shows that it is often not so much the floods themselves, but what comes afterwards, that 
people find so difficult to deal with. The research on which this report is based aimed to undertake a real-
time longitudinal study to document and understand the everyday experiences of individuals following the 
floods of June 2007 in interaction with networks of actors and organisations, strategies of institutional 
support and investment in the built environment and infrastructure. It had the following objectives: 

¶ To identify and document key dimensions of the longer term experience of flood impact and flood 
recovery, including health, economic and social aspects.  

¶ To examine how resilience and vulnerability were manifest in the interaction between everyday 
strategies of adaptation during the flood recovery process, and modes of institutional support and the 
management of infrastructure and the built environment.  

¶ To explore to what extent the recovery process entailed the development of new forms of resilience 
and to identify the implications for developing local level resilience for flood recovery in the future.  

¶ To develop an archive that will be accessible for future research into other aspects of flood recovery.  
The flooding which affected the city of Kingston-upon-Hull took place in June 2007. Over 110mm of 
rain fell during the biggest event, overwhelming the cityõs drainage system and resulting in widespread 
pluvial flooding. The floods affected over 8,600 households and one person was killed. Our research used 
in-depth, qualitative methods where 44 people kept weekly diaries and participated in interviews and 
group discussions over an 18-month period. We also carried out extensive stakeholder engagement 
through a project steering group, stakeholder presentations, workshops and consultation responses. 

 
The Recovery Gap 

¶ Key to the findings is the identification of a ôrecovery gapõ.  

¶ This emerges during the longer process of recovery at the point where the legally-defined 
contingency arrangements provided to the community by its local authority diminish and where 
the less well-defined services provided by the private sector (e.g. insurance, builders etc.) start.  

¶ The nature of the gap means that residents receive little effective support during this time. As a 
result, they must step in to coordinate the actions of the different private and public sector 
organizations involved. Such project management is challenging, time-consuming and stressful. 

What does the flood recovery process look like? 

¶ Determining what a flood is, what caused it and who was affected by it is not as straightforward 
as might be expected. The patchwork nature of the water distribution, combined with the role of 
ôexpertõ judgements in ascertaining latent water damage can pose particular problems for those 
experiencing damage within their homes. 

¶ Flood recovery is a long and difficult process with no clear beginning or end point. Far from 
showing a steady process of improvement, it is punctuated by a distinct series of ôhighsõ and 
ôlowsõ which are closely tied with other issues that are going on in a personõs life.  

¶ Peopleõs experiences of recovery are also linked to the ways in which they are treated by the 
different companies and organizations involved in the recovery process. Many people had to 
cope with the double trauma that occurs when the first disaster (the flood) is compounded by a 
secondary disaster in the form of poor treatment from the various companies and agencies that 
are supposed to be helping with the recovery. 

¶ Recovery does not end when people move back into their homes and neither do things go back 
to ônormalõ as there are aspects of everyday life which have fundamentally changed ð both for 
better and for worse. 

What does the process of flood recovery involve? 

¶ The recovery process involves new and often psychologically challenging kinds of physical, 
mental and emotional work for residents, many of whom step in to ôproject manageõ the repairs.  

¶ In addition to the new work of flood recovery, everyday tasks such as washing, cooking and 
commuting can also become more difficult as a result of living in temporary accommodation. 
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¶ Front line workers, who helped and supported flooded residents through their job roles, played 
an important part in the recovery process. Workers can also be vulnerable to the impacts of flood 
recovery ð especially if they were also dealing with their own repairs at home.  

What does ôrecoveryõ meanõ?  

¶ Flood recovery is about rebuilding a sense of home and community as residents adapt to a new 
and altered set of circumstances. 

¶ Peopleõs sense of the future also changes in different ways. For some, this means fatalistic 
attitudes towards rain, climate change and government bodies emerging. However, others are 
engaging in debates about public participation in how the built environment is managed, and are 
developing their own ôresilienceõ strategies for future floods. 

 
Suggestions for Action 
Our study identified some specific ways to address the recovery gap. These are highlighted in Table 2 on 
p.121 of the main report and we recommend that all readers refer to this in addition to reading this 
summary. However, we also identified a series of broader framing issues to do with the ways in flood 
recovery is conceptualised and managed: 
1. Developing more flexible notions of ôrecoveryõ in formal frameworks  
Our study shows that recovery is more complex than existing frameworks for recovery delivery allow. As 
a result, it is important to ensure that the support that is given to communities reflects their longer-term 
needs, priorities and timescales, rather than the shorter-term goals of the emergency planning community.  
2. Developing an ôEthic of Careõ 
Our research shows that there is a very clear link between how flood recovery is managed and how 
residents feel about ð and are able to make progress with ð their recovery. We propose that key deliverers 
of recovery work should adopt an ôethic of careõ to the householder.  This will involve encouraging 
different companies and organizations (e.g. loss adjustors, ôdisaster restoration companiesõ, drying 
companies, builders etc.) to recognize the role that they play in delivering the recovery process, with 
associated responsibilities towards householders. Developing appropriate support for frontline workers 
should also be included in this ôethic of careõ.   
3. Building in spare capacity and capability 
This study supports the conclusions of other research on disaster management by showing the need for 
spare capacity and capability within institutions so that they are able to respond to the uncertainties that 
unfold during and after a disaster. Both capacity and capability may emerge from more informal working 
practices rather than those documented in protocols and job descriptions. Promoting greater flexibility in 
terms of both institutional roles and individual job descriptions could therefore be very beneficial. 
Capability and capacity also emerge through facilitating and funding a broader, community-based 
resilience approach, where there is cooperation between formal organisations and community groups. 
4. Enabling ôcollectivesõ and new forms of learning and engagement with policy 
Our project methodology shows the importance of creating spaces where people can share their 
experiences in a way that enables them to learn from and support each other, and where key stakeholders 
can attend these events to learn from householders in a facilitated context. The process we have 
developed provides a potentially powerful tool for public participation in policy making. 
5. Understanding and addressing vulnerability 
While vulnerability may, in part, be related to pre-existing social characteristics (our study highlights 
particular issues associated with older people, council tenants and private renters), it is the interaction of 
these factors with the specific circumstances operating in a personõs life which determines how and when 
they may become vulnerable. Vulnerability is therefore a dynamic process that is related to the ways in 
which the recovery process is managed. Thus while specific indicators such as age and disability may 
provide a starting point, our research suggests that it is necessary to give workers greater freedom when 
defining vulnerability so that they can use their knowledge to prioritise those who need help most.   
6. Building resilience 
Table 2 identifies key actions that could be taken to improve flood recovery.  However, to build resilience 
for the future will require looking more fundamentally at the characteristics of contemporary social life 
and the vulnerabilities that society generates, at how these are manifest within our built environment and 
reproduced through our institutional frameworks set up to respond to floods and other disasters.  We 
need to learn from the ways in which forms of resilience and vulnerability were created, revealed and 
disrupted during the flood and the recovery process. We hope this report has assisted this learning. 
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Chapter 1 The importance of  flood recovery 
 

òSo you see the flood doesnõt happen in a few weeks, or a few days 

where it floods your house and this happens, itõs all the knock-on effects 

of everything and it just goes on and on and on and every day thereõs 

something.ó  

Leanne, resident,  

Interview, 29th November 2007 

  

òIt affects everythingé You know, youõre not in your own place 

anymore. I donõt knowé It affects, it depresses me to go back to that 

house, even to pick up mail and stuff like that. I donõt like it. It smells, 

itõs coldé Itõs just, it is really upsetting me. Itõs depressing. Itõs 

horrible.ó  

Charlotte, resident and frontline worker 

Interview, 14th November 2007 

 

1.1 Introduction  
The floods of summer 2007 were the most serious inland floods to affect England and Wales since 1947. 

Around 48,000 households and nearly 7,300 businesses were flooded and, tragically, 13 people lost their 

lives (The Cabinet Office 2008). This report is focused on the flooding in the city of Kingston-upon-Hull, 

where one person was killed and over 8,600 households and 91 of the cityõs 99 schools were affected 

(Coulthard et al. 2007b). The biggest event in Hull occurred on June 25th when over 110mm of rain fell, 

overwhelming the cityõs drainage system and resulting in widespread pluvial flooding. However, a smaller 

number of houses were affected 10 days earlier on June 15th, during more localized incidents within the 

city.  

 

For those affected by these events, the floods themselves were only the start. This report is about what 

happened next when the flood waters receded. In the pages that follow, we show that the experience of 

flood recovery continues long after the rain and flood waters have gone. It extends long after the 

emergency services have returned to their day to day duties. It is an experience marked in part by coming 

to terms with the impact of the flood event itself. However, it is through the process that follows, in the 

struggle of rebuilding the social and physical fabric of homes and communities, that the impact of flood is 

most felt. The process of recovery is one that carries with it the challenge of adjusting to displacement 

(caravans, living upstairs, rented accommodation, living with family), managing the process of physical 

recovery (loss adjustors, insurance companies, builders, retailers), trying to maintain ônormalityõ in 

everyday life (work, school, child care, illness, deaths, births, celebrations) and trying to rebuild social life 

(adjust to a new home, new community relations, build trust in the future).  It is one that disrupts, reveals 

and produces forms of both vulnerability and resilience, forms that appear only on the margins of policy 

frameworks for support.   
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It is this recovery gap which occurs between the prolonged struggle to recover from flood and the lack of 

support during that process (cf. p.9) ð that is the focus of this report. Based on the diaries, interviews and 

group discussions of residents living in Hull we offer an in-depth account of the experience of flood 

recovery following the June floods of 2007 and assess the implications for future policy and practice.  

What is the experience of putting life back together?  What does it involve? What does it mean for 

people?  How are different strategies employed by key agencies ð such as water companies, government 

departments, regulators, local authorities, the insurance industry ð in providing forms of social support as 

well as interventions in the built environment impacting on the recovery process? Most importantly, what 

can we learn for living with flood, for making space for water?  How can we better understand the 

possibilities for building resilience to future floods (and other hazard events)?  This project and the report 

that follows from it is about the everyday experience of flood recovery, told through the accounts of 

flooded householders as well as those involved in the flood recovery process. 

 

1.2 Context, aims and objectives 
Understanding the flood recovery gap is crucial to existing flood management.  Given that with climate 

change (Hulme et al. 2002; Cabinet Office/HM Treasury 2006) floods are expected to become 

increasingly unpredictable and multi-sourced and to occur in areas that have less recent experience of 

large scale floods, the need to better understand how resilience can be built is all the more acute.  Indeed, 

if we are to ômake space for waterõ and ôlearn to live with floodõ then it is crucial that policy better 

understands the process of recovery from flood (Defra 2005, The Cabinet Office 2008).   A growing 

body of work has sought to understand the social, economic and health impacts of flooding and the 

relationship between social and physical parameters of community resilience and preparedness (Twigger-

Ross 2006, Thrush et al. 2005b, Tapsell et al. 2005, Kirschenbaum 2002, Gordon 2004).  However, there is 

a dearth of empirically-based understanding about the processes people go through in recovering from 

flood disasters in the UK and the role of institutional support and investment in the built environment 

within that.  Often those ôpost-floodõ studies that have been undertaken (e.g. Tapsell et al. 2001, Werrity et 

al. 2007) have been limited to retrospective work or repeat visits which only capture one point in time, 

and which struggle to capture the extended, systemic and interactive nature of social, economic and 

health impacts, as well as the interaction between different individual, community, institutional and 

engineering responses.  

 

The aim of our project Flood, vulnerability and urban resilience was to undertake a real-time longitudinal study 

using an action research model to document and understand the everyday experiences of individuals 

following the floods of June 2007 in interaction with networks of other actors and organisations, 

strategies of institutional support and investment in the built environment and critical infrastructure. 

Focusing on the ôforgotten cityõ1 of Hull, the project design adopted a tried and tested methodology 

                                                           
1 Hull was described by as a ôforgotten cityõ by Councillor Carl Minns after the city was perceived to have received less attention and support than 
other flooded areas across the UK (BBC News 2007). 
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previously used to investigate recovery following the 2001 Foot and Mouth Disease disaster (Mort et al. 

2004, Mort et al. 2005).  Our project adopted a longitudinal, qualitative, diary-based method developed to 

capture peopleõs everyday experiences as they move through the drawn out process of recovery. The 

objectives were: 

 

¶ To identify and document key dimensions of the longer term experience of flood impact and flood 

recovery, including health, economic and social aspects.  

¶ To examine how resilience and vulnerability are manifest in the interaction between everyday 

strategies of adaptation during the flood recovery process, and modes of institutional support and the 

management of infrastructure and the built environment.  

¶ To explore to what extent the recovery process entails the development of new forms of resilience, 

and identify the implications for developing local level resilience for flood recovery in the future.  

¶ To develop an archive that will provide an ongoing public resource and enable researchers to bring 

different perspectives to the analysis of peoplesõ experiences of the flood recovery process.  

 

1.3 The approach of this report 
The strength of the project upon which this report is based lies in the richness and depth of material that 

has been generated.  Following the lives of 44 people for 18 months through their diaries, interviews and 

group discussion has resulted in an unique collection of thoughts, experiences and documents.  We 

cannot claim to capture the full intensity of that material in this report ð that is why the archive is a key 

objective, to enable future analysis.  However, as described more fully in our methodology (see Chapter 

2), we have identified key issues through the systematic analysis carried out by the research team, 

engagement with the diarists through group discussions throughout the project, discussions and 

presentations with steering group members2 and other interested stakeholders, and finally, engagement 

between diarists, the steering group and other stakeholders through a project workshop. 

 

The report is set out in the following way to capture the full extent of the flood recovery journey: 

¶ Chapter 2 sets the conceptual and methodological background to the study (Researching Flood 

Vulnerability and Resilience).   

¶ Chapters 3, 4 and 5 then chart the process and experience of flood recovery. Chapter 3 The 

Impacts of Flood Recovery Journeys starts from the problem of defining flood, identifies the emotional 

and health impacts of flood and flood recovery, charts the ôups and downsõ of the recovery 

process and raises the question of what recovery means.  The chapter also highlights the 

importance of understanding the different basis for forms of vulnerability that emerge from 

flood.  Chapter 3 therefore sets the scene in terms of describing the flood and some of its key 

impacts but leaves us with the question of what is involved in the recovery process?  

                                                           
2 See p.24 for a list of organizations involved in the steering group. 
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¶ Chapter 4 addresses this by outlining The work of flood recovery, including: the experience of ôproject 

managingõ, challenges involved in continuing with everyday life, the experience of living with 

multiple roles and identities, and the particular issues faced by various ôfront line workersõ.   

¶ Chapter 5 looks more specifically at what it is that gets ôrecoveredõ by drawing attention to the 

fundamental issues of ôRe-building social lifeõ in relation to a sense of home, community 

relationships and the future.   

¶ Finally, in Chapter 6 we look at the lessons to be learnt, focusing on the challenges of addressing 

the recovery gap and its relationship to current policy frameworks for flood management. 
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Chapter 2 Researching flood recovery 
 

 

òObviously we see people at public meetings fairly immediately after a 

flood but the longer-term effects are something we donõt understand or 

perhaps realise as much as we should do.ó 

Steering group member, 

Interview, October 2009 

 

òIt was so helpful and you felt as though you were actually doing 

something so hopefully changing things for the next time. Maybe 

somebody would actually listen to what we were trying to tell them.ó

    

Jan, resident 

Group discussion, 24th April 2008 

  

 

In this chapter we set out our approach to researching flood recovery.  The project emerged during a time 

of increased policy and research interest in understanding resilience.  We briefly situate our study within 

the context of the literature on the concepts of resilience and vulnerability, arguing that ôrecoveryõ is a key, 

if neglected, part of the resilience-vulnerability distinction. In order to understand how resilience and 

vulnerability may arise and develop in the aftermath of a disaster such as flooding, it is necessary to look 

in detail at what happens in peopleõs lives as they go through the recovery process. Finally, we also 

describe the context of the flooding in Hull. 

 

2.1 The policy context: learning to live with flood 
The events in Hull and other parts of the country in the summer of 2007, as well as subsequent 

inundations, clearly demonstrate a need to acknowledge and live with the uncontrollable nature of some 

flood hazards; something that has become a principle in contemporary policy frameworks for flood 

management. Looking back, however, Johnson et al. (2005) identify two earlier phases of flood 

management within England and Wales, which effectively set the scene for this current approach.  The 

first phase ran from the time of war and post-war austerity in the 1940s to the 1980s, when activity 

concentrated on land drainage in support of agricultural productivity. From the 1980s to the 1990s, a 

reorientation occurred, which refocused attention from agricultural productivity toward assuring the 

nationõs economic security.  This shift was designed to enable economic growth and social-welfare 

improvements to be driven by the urban and commercial development of the nationõs floodplain; with 

hard-engineered measures being used to prevent inundations.  During the 1990s, however, a further 

reorientation led to the current approach, which is characterised as one of ôflood risk managementõ. The 

significance of a shift to flood risk management is that it recognizes that not all floods can be prevented. 

As a result, it involves the principle of ôlearning to live with floodõ and, consequently, the need to better 
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understand the ways in which different social and physical interventions can contribute to improving 

flood resilience (Defra 2005, Environment Agency 2005, National Audit Office 2001). 

 

The floods of 2007 prompted a wealth of review documents, with each identifying lessons to be learned 

from the events.  These took the form of proposed improvements to institutional responses, as well as 

suggested ways to facilitate resilience building across sectors and scales (e.g. responder, community, 

household).  For example, within the ôPitt Reviewõ (The Cabinet Office, 2008), are calls for better 

preparedness and planning from central and local government as well as for higher levels of protection 

for critical infrastructure and an improvement in the quality of flood warnings issued.  Similarly, the 

consultation on the National Flood Emergency Framework (Defra, 2008b) ð in itself a response to Pitt ð 

focuses on the importance of achieving clarity in terms of the roles and responsibilities of government 

and its agencies in relation to flood response.  The Pitt Review also called for more guidance on what 

individual households can do to be more prepared for flooding and advocated the preparation of personal 

ôflood kitsõ, whereby householders prepare an emergency bag containing survival essentials such as a 

torch, a blanket and spare food in addition to insurance documentation. Similarly, Defraõs consultation on 

property-level flood resistance and resilience measures (Defra, 2008a) dealt with the question of what can 

be done to incentivise a greater number of individual households to install measures such as flood gates, 

air-brick covers and basement and cellar tanking in their homes. Such pronouncements clearly correlate 

with Making Space for Waterõs3 comments about individual responsibility: òThe public will be more aware of flood 

and coastal erosion risks and empowered to take suitable action themselves where appropriate.ó (Defra, 2005: p.14). 

 

These reviews introduced specific recommendations into a domain occupied by other types of formal 

guidance, which had been available and used to inform civil protection arrangements for some time prior 

to 2007 (HM Government, 2005; HM Government, 2006; Home Office, 2000).  This guidance, which 

forms part of civil protection doctrine in the UK, was either written prior to when the Civil 

Contingencies Act (CCA) (2004) came into law, or subsequently as a means of bringing the various 

provisions of the Act into effect.  From the perspective of this report, however, it is necessary to point 

out that the statutory provisions of the Act and, therefore, the compulsory aspects of the guidance 

detailed in these documents concentrates primarily on codifying the roles of designated Category 1 and 

Category 2 responder agencies (e.g. the Blue-Light services; utility companies).  For example, guidance is 

given as to how a Local Resilience Forum (LRF) consisting of all relevant local responders4 should be 

assembled and how, once formed, the LRF should go about compiling a register of all known hazards in 

their area (HM Government, 2005). 

 

                                                           
3 Making Space for Water is the cross government programme taking forward the developing strategy for flood and coastal erosion risk 
management in England. www.defra.gov.uk/environment/flooding/policy/strategy/index.htm 
4 The principal mechanism for multi-agency cooperation under the CCA is the Local Resilience Forum (LRF), which is based on each police area.  
The forum is a process by which the organisations on which the duty falls (i.e. Category 1 and 2 responders), co-operate with each other. The 
LRF does not have a separate legal personality and it does not have powers to direct its members (HM Government, 2005). 
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Admittedly, within the guidance documents the fundamental importance of engaging communities and 

third-sector organisations in hazard management and recovery processes is increasingly acknowledged.  

However, whilst this issue has gradually gained this greater recognition5, the principal focus of these 

documents was, prior to 2007, and to some extent remains, on encouraging local authorities ð as the ôlead 

agencyõ once the emergency enters its recovery phase ð to manage the recovery process in quite 

deterministic ways.  For example, recovery guidance has concentrated on describing the need for local 

authorities to ameliorate the potential for post-event budgetary strain by encouraging them to search 

proactively for potential post-disaster aid and mutual aid funding streams, which can be called upon to 

help their finances at times of need (Home Office, 2000; Cabinet Office, 2008; CLG, 2009).  The latest 

version of Emergency Response and Recovery guidance (HM Government, 2009) reiterates this 

suggestion.  However, this latest guidance also concentrates more explicitly on outlining the post-

emergency role of the local authority, as being to facilitate the delivery of what the ôaffected communityõ, 

rather than what the LA alone, would define as recovery.  This is an important progression, however, this 

guidance is also quite prescriptive about the need to audit and quantify any recovery process, through the 

use of relatively easily quantifiable indicators ð e.g. the return of services and commerce to ònormaló 

levels of functioning (ibid. p.6).  Whilst, undoubtedly, these indicators are important, it could be suggested 

that by exemplifying service provision and commerce specifically, the guidance is actually illustrating a 

quite simplistic notion of what constitutes a recovery ôsuccessõ for its audience.  The macro-analyses of 

(e.g.) local service demand and supply might indeed provide an indication of a return to pre-event levels.  

However, this project has revealed that such macro-analyses can actually miss important aspects of the 

recovery process that, if improved, could greatly enhance the way that the process of recovery is 

experienced, especially by those struggling to achieve it (e.g. more effective communication between 

policy holders and insurance agents). 

 

Regarding the longer term, it is recognised that local authorities should integrate organisations other than 

those designated as CCA responders into their contingency arrangements (e.g. the insurance industry).  

However, these other organisations are not bound by the Act and, therefore, their operating protocols 

and business arrangements are subject only to other articles of law (e.g. the Competition Act 1998) or to 

professional standards (e.g. those set by the Association of British Insurers (ABI)).  Taking these facts 

into consideration, it is clear ð both from a reading of policy and from the conclusions of our study in 

Hull ð that when it comes to the protracted process of returning households to a satisfactory state of 

functioning, a gap emerges between where the legally-defined contingency arrangements provided to the 

affected community by its local authority diminish, and where the less well-defined services provided by 

the private sector (e.g. insurance, building industry) start.   In effect, once people have been appropriately 

warned and subsequently evacuated or rescued (if necessary) from immediate danger and after the 

situation has been handed from the response agencies to the Local Authority (as Lead Recovery Agency), 

                                                           
5 The 2009 update of ôEmergency Response and Recoveryõ now contains almost 30 pages dedicated to the management of the recovery process, 
whereas the chapter in the 2005 version 1 was 5 pages in length. 
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the formal responsibilities to householders become more obscure, with less delineation of who should 

support people or what help they should get over the following months and years. It is this protracted 

recovery process ð and the challenges that residents experience during this time ð that is the focus of this 

project. 

 

2.2 Approaching flood vulnerability, resilience and recovery 

2.2.1 Vulnerability 

Understanding vulnerability to flood and its impacts is central to developing the possibilities of learning 

to live with flood.  This concept of vulnerability has been a growing concern within the literature on the 

social dimensions of flooding (e.g. Fielding and Burningham 2005; Tapsell et al. 2002; Walker et al. 2006). 

That literature makes an important start in understanding how a range of demographic and social-

economic factors are associated with higher levels of vulnerability to the impacts of flooding including 

income, age, ethnicity, pre-existing poor health and family structure (Walker et al. 2006, Thrush et al. 2005 

a/b). Where these different kinds of vulnerability intersect, for example within deprived communities, 

there can be particularly intense problems connected with low flood awareness, lack of mobility and 

physical capacity, lack of resources to protect, insure or repair property and weak social networks. This 

can be exacerbated when coupled with a lack of investment or maintenance of the infrastructure and built 

environment. However, it is important to recognise that these factors do not necessarily determine 

vulnerability to experiencing a flood hazard itself6.  Rather, they are factors that may influence 

vulnerability to the impacts of flood hazards. In other words, flood vulnerability may in part be a 

consequence of pre-existing social vulnerability. Our goal in this research was to look at the way in which 

the flood event, and subsequent recovery process can both reveal and create new forms of vulnerability 

that might not be anticipated.  

2.2.2 Resilience 

However, while the flood might reveal and create these different forms of vulnerability, so too, floods can 

reveal, create and indeed disrupt, forms of resilience.   To some extent ôresilienceõ can be considered as 

the flip-side to vulnerability ð for example, we might say a ôresilient communityõ is less vulnerable.  

However, this relationship is not straightforward.  A community could well be considered as resilient ð for 

example having strong support networks that enable it to deal with a crisis ð but nonetheless could find 

itself more vulnerable than other communities to the event of a crisis such as flood, because for example, 

of failings in infrastructure management that lead to a large scale event impacting severely on that 

community. 

 

What though is resilience and what is its relevance to this research? Different conceptions of resilience 

have emerged across a wide range of disciplines, for example, psychology (Luthar 2000), organisational 

                                                           
6 Factors that might affect vulnerability to experiencing a flood could include geographical location (for example, living in a floodplain) or living 
in single storey housing. 
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science (Marcus and Nichols 1999), Information Technology (IT) studies (Riollia and Savickib 2003), 

biomedicine (Biros and Adams 2002), small state islands (Pelling and Uitto 2001) and cities (Pelling 2003).  

Across these literatures meanings of resilience have multiplied with different implications for what the 

analysis of building resilience might mean.  For example, resilience is variously manifest as persistence, 

resistance, stability, stasis, continuity, innovation, adaptation, transformation, immunity and recovery.  At 

its most basic conceptualisation, resilience can be defined as òthe ability of a system to absorb disturbance 

and still retain its basic function and structureó (Walker and Salt 2006). The basic argument is the more 

resilient a system is then the stronger its resistance to an event and/or the quicker it can recover from the 

event, and of course, with minimum ôdamageõ and/or loss of life.  

 

Resilience, then, can take very different forms. Typically, the socio-ecological literature portrays a move 

from equilibrium based models of resilience ð in which there is one optimum state ð towards those 

informed by models of complex adaptive systems: 

 òResilience is an emergent property of ecosystems and is related to self-organized behaviour of those 

ecosystems over time.  In this sense, self-organisation is the interaction between structure and process that 

leads to systems development, regardless of initial conditions.  Self-organization also implies that for 

certain scale ranges, structure and process are not easily separable and interact in an organized way to 

generate emergent patternsó (Gundersen 2000 p.430). 

This approach develops an understanding of adaptability, building on the work of Holling (1973), and 

develops a sensitivity to the different temporalities and scales through which socio-ecological dynamics 

are constituted and evolving (Gundersen and Holling 2002).   

 

For our purposes ð to understand the lessons for resilience and flood ð we can learn from this literature 

to think about resilience in four ways (although, as explained in the text below, it is important to be clear 

that these are not mutually exclusive): 

¶ resilience as resistance, that is, the ability of a system (a person, household, community, city) to 

hold fast, to stay strong.  A resilient sea defence structure, for example, is one that is able to resist 

the power of the sea.  However, in the event that resistance fails or indeed is not present, then 

resilience becomes more a focus on recovery.  

¶ resilience as the ability to bounce-back from an event; the more resilient the quicker the return to 

ônormalõ will be.   For example, a ôresilientõ home, once flooded, can be ôdriedõ out more quickly.  

¶ recovery can involve learning ð in this case resilience refers to adaptation, to the ability to adapt 

to the changed environment; the better the adaptation, the more resilience to the future. For 

example, a city that learns from a flood event may put in place new procedures that enable 

speedier recovery in the future.  
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¶ Finally, the process of recovery may involve a more fundamental shift, a transformation. In this 

form of resilience a more extreme form of adaptation may occur ð moving house (or even an 

entire community relocation), the establishment of a new organization for flood responsibility, a 

change in social relations. 

 

So to learn the lessons for resilience we need to understand that resilience can come in different forms.  

In the first two forms detailed above, the emphasis is on continuity, in the latter two, the emphasis is on 

change.  

 

While the socio-ecological approach offers an important framing for understanding the dynamics of 

resilience there are, however, some limitations that we need to keep in mind (building on Medd and 

Marvin 2005).  First, we need to think about how types of resilience might be supportive rather than 

exclusive. A householder may be better prepared to ôbounce-backõ because of the adaptability of the 

social networks around them. Second, therefore, the resilience of one entity ð the individual, the 

household, the home ð is a characteristic that emerges partly in relation to wider social, infrastructural and 

institutional networks. For example, the resilience of a community is partly enabled precisely by the 

resilience of the infrastructure networks (drains, communications, transport) as well as of key services 

required.  Third, and crucially, what resilience is ð and as a strategy what is appropriate ð shifts over time.  

During an event resilience might be manifest as resistance and the ability to withstand the shock while 

during recovery it is manifest in terms of a communityõs ability to regenerate. 

 

By way of summary, therefore, our approach here is to understand resilience in terms of relationships and 

processes, rather than as a static characteristic of an individual, household, public service or community.  

In other words, ôresilienceõ is not so much a response to the flood hazard itself, but is an emergent 

characteristic of the way in which the flood response and the subsequent recovery process are managed.  

Fundamental to this characteristic is how we understand recovery. Understanding what is meant by 

ôrecoveryõ is key to understanding resilience, because the principal concern of the recovery process could 

be said to be the extent to which life resumes after a significant event; and how that is achieved through 

resistance, bounce-back, adaptation and transformation.  However, as we discuss using the example of 

the charity funding on p.61, residentsõ understandings of recovery may be very different from those of the 

organizations charged with managing the recovery process and this can be problematic when the forms of 

support offered by the various agencies do not meet peopleõs needs at that particular time. 

2.2.3 Recovery 

Applying a relatively simplistic interpretation to the concept of recovery, Pitt (The Cabinet Office 2008) 

uses a model to illustrate how three phases of activity (Response; Recovery Coordination and 

Mainstreaming: Figure 1) can be understood to interact after any emergency event.  In this model, the 
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systemõs pre-event condition is defined as ônormalityõ, with this condition visualised as a straight line, with 

two curves being used to indicate two alternative response/recovery trajectories.  In the first instance, one 

curve is used to illustrate that the ôstateõ of the affected system sharply falls beneath the stasis of 

ônormalityõ during the emergency-response phase.  However, the curve then turns and rises rapidly as 

ôworkõ is invested in mitigating hazard effects and in the implementation of ôrecovery coordinationõ.  As 

the system continues to ôrecoverõ and as mainstreaming commences, however, potential trajectories are 

conceptualised as diverging into one of the two paths, i.e. Normalisation (purple) or Regeneration (green).  

Using this model, in conjunction with the discussion on resilience above, it is possible to associate the 

purple trajectory with system continuity and the green with system change. 

 

Figure 1 Recovering from an emergency  

(from p.398 of the Pitt Review) 

 

Whilst this model can provide a crude interpretation of potential paths to recovery, both the wider 

disaster literature and our study in Hull show that peopleõs ôreal worldõ recovery experiences do not follow 

the kind of smooth, upward curve described by Figure 1. Firstly, in the disasters literature, work by 

Erikson (1976; 1994), for example, shows how important it is to understand the kinds of pre-existing 

vulnerabilities that are omitted from Figure 1. Erikson argues that in some communities ð such as Buffalo 

Creek, West Virginia, where dam failure in 1972 caused flooding that killed over 100 people and made 

4,000 more homeless ð the disaster itself is already present in the kind of poverty and hardship that 

community members live with on a daily basis. The subsequent hazardous event that brings that 

particular community into the headlines is therefore only compounding the much less visible disaster that 

pre-existed it.  
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Other key works show that recovery is a much more disjointed process (Mileti 1999; Wisner et al. 2004).  

In fact, over time, it has been increasingly acknowledged in this literature that rather than being indicative 

of a smooth process, ôrecoveryõ has the potential to be protracted along extensive periods of time and to 

be experienced in vastly different ways by the inevitably diverse mix of individuals, communities, groups 

and organisations that are affected.  Even in the UK Civil Protection context, for example, the 

government acknowledges recovery to be something that: 

 

òéusually takes years rather than months to complete as it seeks to address the enduring 

human, physical, environmental, and economic consequences of emergencies.ó(HM 

Government, 2007: p.3)  

Wisner et al. (2004), speaking of disaster recovery in its widest context, go further.  They suggest that the 

very concept of ôrecoveryõ should be understood to be a relative and contingent term: 

 

òThe terminology associated with disaster recovery is biased towards optimism.  The key 

words ð ôrecoveryõ, ôre-establishõ, reconstructionõ, ôrestorationõ and ôrehabilitationõ ð are all 

prefixed with ôreõ, indicating a return to the pre-existing situation.  A more realistic view 

challenges the assumption that such recovery will actually be achieved.  Instead, the more 

pessimistic argument suggests there will be uncertainty, unforeseen events and even the 

reproduction of vulnerability.  A rather depressing implication é is that in some cases the 

most vulnerable households and individuals do not recover.ó (Wisner et al. 2004 p.357) 

We approach the concept of recovery ð and through the associations made above, resilience ð with a 

sensitivity to this latter position, because accounts contributed by diarists in Hull support this. As we will 

see, beginning with the water itself, we explain that hidden flood damage and the complex ways in which 

water enters a property can make it hard to determine where the crisis actually starts. Accounts by 

residents of the recovery process show that, far from being a smooth curve, recovery is actually a long 

and difficult process that involves many peaks and troughs (see section 3.4.1). These highs and lows are 

affected by how residents are treated by the different agencies that they come into contact with, as well as 

by the ôeveryday crisesõ of routine life. Finally, we will see that recovery is not completed when a person 

moves back home, and neither do things go back to ônormalõ. Instead, diaristsõ accounts of the 

anniversary of the floods show how people are trying to adjust to a new normality7 as a result of changed 

feelings about their home and the threat of future floods. 

 

2.3 Project Methodology 
In order to understand how resilience and vulnerability arise and develop in the aftermath of a disaster 

such as flooding our concern was to find a way to understand in detail what happens in peopleõs lives as 

                                                           
7 The phrase ônew normalityõ was used by a respondent severely affected by the 2001 Foot and Mouth Disease disaster in Cumbria (Mort et al. 
2005) 
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they go through the recovery process. Such an approach would contrast with those studies based around 

ôone offõ data collection methods and unable to capture the protracted and dynamic nature of flood 

recovery or offer any detailed insights into how vulnerability and resilience were being created in the 

process (for example Tapsell et al. 2001, Werrity et al. 2007). The project design was focused on using 

weekly diaries, combined with interviews, group discussions, and stakeholder engagement activities.  It 

was adapted from a longitudinal diary based study into recovery from the Foot and Mouth Disease 

(FMD) disaster which severely affected Cumbria in 2001 (Mort et al. 2004) which raised questions about 

how trauma was understood and the re-traumatising effects of ôtop downõ recovery protocols in relation 

to the importance of local experiential knowledge and expertise. There were felt to be important parallels 

with the Hull flood. 

 

2.3.1 Case study: Hull 

The city of Kingston-upon-Hull has a population of 243,589 and is located in the North-East of England 

where the River Hull meets the Humber estuary. Hullõs geographical position and low-lying elevation (90 

per cent of its area lies below high-tide level) makes it particularly vulnerable to flooding from both rivers 

and the sea, and flood defences ð including the Hull Tidal Surge Barrier ð exist to counter these threats.  

 

However, the floods that devastated the city in 2007 came not from rivers or the sea but from an excess 

of rainfall. Environment Agency statistics show that June 2007 was the wettest month recorded in 

Yorkshire since 1882, while a rain gauge at the University of Hull revealed that over 70mm and 110mm of 

rain fell on June 15th and 25th, respectively (Coulthard et al. 2007a).  Due to its low-lying elevation, Hullõs 

drainage system relies on a series of pumps to empty its sewers and, during the floods of June 2007, this 

drainage system was overwhelmed by the volume of rainfall entering it, with the result that over 8,600 

households were flooded and 91 of the cityõs 99 schools were affected (Coulthard et al. 2007b). Figure 2 

gives an indication of the scale of the flooding across Hull. 

 

In order to examine the causes and consequences of the floods, an Independent Review Body (IRB) was 

brought together to investigate the circumstances leading up to the disaster. They concluded that the 

floods happened as a result of the extreme amount of rain falling on the city, which exceeded the drainage 

infrastructureõs capacity to cope: Hullõs drainage system is designed to cope with a 1 in 30 year storm 

event, while the size of the storm experienced was so great that similar events are only expected to occur 

every 150 years (Coulthard et al. 2007a).  

 

However, delve a little deeper and it becomes clear that the floods were more than just a matter of 

rainfall. For example, the IRB questioned whether recent ôimprovementsõ made to the drainage system 

had actually compromised the systemõs ability to cope with extreme storm events and found what they 

described as a number of òserious issues with the design, maintenance and operation of Yorkshire 
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Waterõs pumped drainage system in Hulló (Coulthard et al. 2007b p.4). In addition to highlighting the 

culpability of particular institutions, the IRB also pointed to the problems of coordination involved in a 

privatised drainage system where no single agency is responsible for the system as a whole (Coulthard et 

al. 2007b). 

 

Figure 2 Map showing flooded roads and properties  

(Coulthard et al., 2007b, p.9) 

 
 

 

In addition to Hullõs physical vulnerability to flooding, the city also has a number of longstanding social 

and economic problems which might impact on the flood recovery of the city and mean some residents 

are particularly susceptible to the impacts of flooding. The following data is from the Office of National 

Statistics:  

Ç 46% of the population of Hull lives within the 10% most deprived areas of England and the local 

authority area is ranked 9th in the country using combined indices of deprivation (Yorkshire 

Forward, 2006).  

Ç 6.2% of the population aged 16-65 were unemployed in 2001 (Average for England: 3.4%). 

Ç Approximately 40% of the working population have no formal educational qualifications 

(Average for England: 29%).  

Ç 43% of households in Hull do not own a car. 

Ç State benefits are claimed by approximately 21% of the local population (Average for England: 

14%).  



 

17 

 

Ç Approximately 28% of the 104,288 residential properties are rented from the local authority 

(Average for England: 13.2%).  

Such statistics are often used in an attempt to map where we might expect vulnerability to the impacts of 

flooding to be greatest.  In particular, they are important because, as well as affecting specific individuals, 

such large-scale urban floods will inevitably have an impact upon the city as a whole. These impacts can 

be especially important in a place like Hull which already experiences a considerable level of social and 

economic disadvantage. However, as we shall discuss in this report, understanding vulnerability and flood 

recovery is not as straightforward as mapping socio-economic characteristics. Instead, we need to 

acknowledge that the recovery process can produce its own kinds of vulnerability that relate to the 

specific circumstances going on in a personõs life and the ways in which they are dealt with by the various 

organizations involved in flood recovery (See Section 6.3.5, Understanding and addressing vulnerability). 

 

2.3.2 Selecting a panel of diarists 

It was important to identify a panel of respondents which could reflect a broad range of flood and flood 

recovery experience. One difficulty was that to identify pre-defined groups as particularly at risk, (i.e. the 

most vulnerable), would be to assume that key variables determine such vulnerability. Yet our task was to 

also look for where vulnerability, and resilience, might emerge in unexpected places. Another difficulty 

was that since people had been displaced from their homes, finding them was also going to be tricky.   

 

What unfolded was a two step process of sampling. First, following consultation with Hull City Council, 

Hull Neighbourhood Resource Centre and Wardens8, and coupled with insights from the flood 

vulnerability literature (Walker et al. 2006) we identified a list of key characteristics that the panel should 

include:  age (particularly elderly people), gender, type of disruption/ displacement experienced (e.g. living 

upstairs, with relatives, in a caravan etc.), tenure type, disabilities, uninsured, single parents, and families 

with young children. We then drew up a ôflood profileõ as a guide when recruiting to ensure that people 

from these groups were included in our study. We also sought to include some ôfront line workersõ i.e. 

those whose involvement in the floods came through their job roles.  Note, we intended to examine 

ethnicity as a factor, however, Hull has a relatively small population of minority ethnic groups and very 

few were affected by the floods. Second, we used two techniques for recruiting the panel.  To achieve our 

flood profile we asked key workers to recommend people who they thought might want to be involved.  

Finally we used ôsnowballingõ, that is asking people we recruited for further contacts who had particular 

kinds of experiences.  

 

                                                           
8 Hull has a Community Warden scheme which is funded by the city council and administered by a third sector organisation 
www.wardens.goodwintrust.org. Community Wardens deal with a range of neighbourhood issues from environmental problems to anti-social 
behaviour. 
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In total, 44 people were recruited for the diary component of the study, which lasted for 18 months. Of 

these, 42 were flooded residents and two were frontline workers9 who were not flooded at home. 

However, 10 of the 42 residents were also frontline workers. For ease of reference we have provided 

short biographies of each participant quoted in this report in Appendix 1. The following statistics give a 

breakdown of the 42 residents by age, tenure type and additional considerations.  

 

Age 

20 - 29 30 - 39 40 - 49 50 - 59 60 - 69 70 - 79 80 ð 89 

4 9 10 7 5 5 2 

 

Tenure 

Owner occupied Council rented Private rented  Housing Association 

33 5 3 1 

 

 Type of displacement from property10 

Rental property Caravan Lived in flood-

damaged property 

Lived with friends or 

relatives 

20 7 12 3 

 

Additional considerations: 

Disability or serious 

illness in the family 

Uninsured Single parents Families with children 

under five 

9 7 2 12 

 

Following the floods, Hull City Council undertook a detailed survey of the flooded population of the city 

(see Section 3.1 What is flood and where does it come from? and Table 1 on p.31). The profile of the diarists is 

broadly similar in nature to the statistics from this city-wide survey in that homeowners are the largest 

group of those affected, followed by council tenants. However, as this was an in-depth, qualitative study, 

the aim was not to produce statistically representative data sets but to gain access to peopleõs varied flood 

recovery experiences with a particular interest in those whose circumstances might make them particularly 

susceptible to the impacts of flood recovery ð hence the inclusion of those with disabilities, single 

parents, the uninsured and families with children under five. 

 

Recruitment for the diary study took place between October 2007 and February 2008 with the vast 

majority of the diarists being recruited before Christmas 2007. This was a deliberate decision as we 

wanted to ensure that as many people as possible were able to get started on their diaries before too much 

time had passed since the floods. 

 

Participants were also offered payments in recognition of their flooding expertise and to cover any 

expenses and inconvenience encountered in writing diaries and attending group discussions.   

                                                           
9 Frontline workers were those who helped and supported flooded residents through their job roles.  
10 Where people had more than one kind of displacement, i.e. hotel followed by rented house, their main form of accommodation has been listed. 
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In addition to the 10 frontline workers involved in the diary component of the study, we also conducted 

interviews with a further eight frontline workers, giving us 18 in total for that category. One of these eight 

additional worker interviewees was also flooded at home. The employment roles of the 18 frontline 

workers are summarised as follows: 

 

Job role Number of interviewees 

Teachers 2 

Caretakers/community centre managers 3 

Community wardens 3 

Public and voluntary sector employees 8 

Journalists 1 

District nurses 1 

 
2.3.3 Diaries  
The methods for data collection centred firstly around the use of weekly diaries over an 18 month period. 

The chief advantage of using diaries for research is that they provide a regular, personal and 

contemporaneous record of peopleõs experiences (Alaszewski 2006, Meth 2003). By giving participants 

the freedom to choose what to write about using their own ônatural languageõ (Coxon 1996) the 

researcher can gain òprivileged access to the diaristsõ perceptions and worldó (Alaszewski 1996, p.42. See 

also Elliot 1997, Verbrugge 1980, Zimmerman and Wieder 1977). Crucially for the purposes of this study, 

diaries also offer a real-time record of events and experiences which make it possible to study change over 

time (Hayes, 2000). This meant that we were able to track the flood recovery process as it was 

experienced by the participants on a week by week basis. 

 

Building on the design used by the FMD study (Convery et al. 2008), the weekly diary booklet began with 

a few ôwarm upõ exercises where we asked participants to rate their quality of life, relationships with family 

and friends, and health using a simple scale ranging from ôvery poorõ to ôvery goodõ. There was also a 

section where they could enter details of what they had done on particular days during the week. The 

main purpose of these sections was to get the participants used to writing in readiness for the main, 

unstructured part of the diary where they were encouraged to write whatever they liked about their lives 

that week. A copy of the diary format is included in Appendix 3. 

 

In practice, most people chose to handwrite their diaries in the A5 booklets provided. For the purpose of 

archiving and analysis, these were then transcribed into electronic format. Some participants preferred to 

complete their diaries on their own computer11.   

 

 

                                                           
11 We were aware that using diaries might cause problems for those with low levels of literacy or visual impairment and, for this reason, we were 
also willing to offer dictaphones for people to speak into and record their thoughts. In practice, no one took this option. 
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Figure 3 Example of a participantõs diary 

 
 

Throughout the project, we encouraged the diarists to reflect upon the process of writing a diary. Some of 

their thoughts on this issue are reproduced in the box below. 

 

Box 1 Writing the diaries 

 

For many participants, the diaries provided an important space in which they could vent and process what 

they were going through. As Leanne described:  

 

òIt was something like a lifeline that we had to cling on to because somebody was 
listening to us. You could actually put things down on a daily basis ð one day it would 
make us feel a lot better and one day make us cry and get rid of all the feelings that had 
been pent up in the past 24 hours so I always thought it was a good thing and I still 
think so.ó  

Leanne, resident 

Group discussion, October 1st, 2009 

 

Tessa agreed that the diaries had some therapeutic value in helping her through the recovery process: 

 

òYou could write your thoughts down. You know, your husbandõs going through it or 
your partner or whatever, and I used to go to bed at night and Iõd write down exactly 
what had happened every day. I know some people did theirs weekly, I did mine every 
night and then I would give it to Bob and he would put it on the computer or type it 
out for me.ó 

Tessa, resident 

Group discussion, October 1st, 2009 

 

Emma also saw the diaries as helping her overcome her sense of isolation and keeping track of how she 

was thinking and acting about things:                                                                 Box continued overleaf 














































































































































































































































































































