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Abstract 
Record level floods have long lasting effects on local communities and individuals, who 
experienced them. Depending on the actual circumstances these events might put people to 
“live in the fear of rain”65, but the massive response and recovery efforts, that communities 
could observe and benefit from external sources could generate a false sense of safety. As the 
number of floods is expected to increase in the future, it is important to understand, how local 
communities cope with the burden of such events on a longer run. Floods are the most 
common disasters worldwide, both in terms of population and number of affected countries. 
Hydro meteorological disasters have strong European relevance due their impacts on member 
states, communities and regional policy issues. For Hungary, floods are considered to be the 
most important natural hazards challenging local communities and national response 
capacities. 
However the topic has strong contemporary policy relevance, there is small understanding on 
the unequal distribution of flood effects, and the long term changes and ramifications are still 
to be understood. Having a better understanding on the long term effects is an important base 
for long term planning of adaptation and resilience development measures. As part of a 
practical project focusing on the development of resilience among urban communities, this 
current research included focus groups in flood experienced urban communities. Following 
the framework provided by the Psychosocial Support Centre of Red Cross Red Crescent, this 
paper demonstrates the different results from two urban areas in Hungary. Using data 
collected during the focus group discussions I was able to draw two contradictory pathways, 
how a community and its members could react on the long run to a historical flooding event. 
Keywords: floods; community resilience; disasters; urban areas 
 
1. Introduction 
 
Hydro-meteorological extremes are the most destructive natural hazards: approximately 20 
million people died due floods between 1900 and 2013, the economic losses are estimated to 
be around 1,75 Tr USD. [1] Floods are the most common disasters worldwide, both in terms 
of population and number of affected countries. [2] Floods have strong European relevance 
due their impacts on member states, communities and regional policy issues. [3] The effects 
of flooding events can be crucial both on human health and on the economies affected. 
Hungary -located in the Carpathian-basin- is especially prone to hydro-meteorological 
disasters: 1/3 of the country’s territory is located on flood basins, including 700 settlements 
with the population of 2,5 Million. The endangered area contains 1/3 of Hungary’s 
agriculturally cultivated land, 2000 industrial facilities, 32% of its railway and 15% of its 
public road network. [4] Out of this 33%, 19% of Hungary’s land is considered to be in high 
risk of flooding. [5]. 

                                                 
65 See BRC-NI 2010 
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Figure 1: flood risks and the size of the affected population 
Source: Autor’s translation, Hungarian Hydrological Authority  

https://www.vizugy.hu/uploads/csatolmanyok/96/map2_lakossag_arviz.pdf 
 

Climate change projections ran on the European region point out the high probability of a 
shift towards more intensive summertime precipitation patterns. Intense rains can lead more 
frequent flooding on major river basins, just as it occurred in 2003 (and 2013). The winter 
precipitation is also expected to shift in the future across Europe, and this has implications for 
flood risks as well. [6] Focusing on Hungary, it is very likely that the frequency of extreme 
precipitation events will rise in the country. Climate modelling results show, that the change 
in rain patterns are very likely to elevate the occurrence of extreme rainfall from 1,3 
thousandths to 2,5 thousandths in some regions in the country – this means a possible rise 
from 15 extreme rainfall events to 30 extreme rainfall events in a 30 year period. [7]  
However extreme weather events related to floods are expected to rise in the future, it has to 
be stated, that changes in future flood frequency are complex, and do not solely depend on 
meteorological factors. Vulnerability to floods is defined with exposure, sensitivity and 
adaptive capacities. The author of this article shares the concern of Kundzewicz (2005): in 
many areas exposure grows faster than adaptive capacities, therefore vulnerability increases. 
The exposure of populations could grow with economic and technological advances as they 
make communities able to populate areas with higher risk of floods. [8] Technological, 
infrastructural development does not eliminate the risks, therefore agencies dealing with 
adaptation can benefit from a deeper understanding of social consequences and a deeper 
knowledge about the drivers of vulnerability. In the light of these above stated facts, 
understanding the psychosocial and community effects of flooding events is an important step 
for successful adaptation measures. 
 
2. Impacts of floods on local communities 
 
Floods have crucial effects on individual human health and on community dynamics. 
Individual mental health and psychosocial effects have long been established, but most of the 
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studies are focused on single outcomes or factors, that affect health. [9]  Physical and mental 
health effects, as well as social impacts of floods have been researched by different disciplines 
over the time. Concluding past research results, psychosocial ramifications may be deeper in 
longer term and social impacts are not fully understood and could be more complex. [10] 
However there is an extended literature explaining long term health effects of floods, 
including NCDs, malnutrition, PTSD, depression and anxiety [11], community affects are still 
to be understood. However, many NGOs and charities are aiming to elevate the suffering 
caused by floods among flood prone communities, a deeper understanding of community 
resilience by practitioners is still under discussion. [12] 
Past research shows that social distribution of health effects is unequal: as lower 
socioeconomic factors and housing conditions affect people’s ability for ensuring their 
resilience in means of insurance and replacement of property and goods, also utilise their 
connections with others simply by asking for assistance. Social impacts of evacuation, 
displacement and the events of restoration period have serious consequences for health. [10] 
Tapsell et al. (2002) described different psychosocial impacts of floods. Stress due to 
traumatizing events and the challenging situations during recovery expected to cause severe 
reactions. The severity of the impact represents the sufficiency of coping and supporting 
capacities. The stress associated with a particular disaster is not limited for a short period of 
time: both short-term and long-term stress reactions can be evident in disaster victims. 
Different factors and events can trigger past stressors and re-traumatize the victims: 
subsequent precipitation is observed to cause anxiety for flood victims. [13] A British Red 
Cross report formulated this dread in a very tangible way, using the words of a flood victim in 
Greater Belfast area: “living in the fear of the rain”. [14] 
Floods have effects on the individuals’ relationships both within households and externally, 
which can be positive and negative direction, as well as in the form of relationship problems. 
[13] Assanangkornchai et al. observed more positive than negative effects on social relations, 
explained with increased empathy within victims’ communities, however increased 
difficulties in work and unemployment were also formulated. [15] The importance of 
community support for flood victims can be seen through Miller’s and Brockie’s paper. Using 
poetic inquiry, the authors asked elderly flood victims in Queensland to write poems about 
their most powerful experiences and feelings related to floods, and showed the significance of 
social connectivity. [16] People’s relation to their neighbourhood, their place can be also 
affected by floods. Place is an important component in health, and an important factor of 
forming individual and collective identity. Relationship between people and place can be 
disrupted or transformed by floods, an extreme event can change radically how people relate 
to their locality. This could be for example in the form of losing trust and sense of security. 
[17] 
 
3. Methodology 
 
This current research has been done in relation with the project “Community Resilience in 
Urban Areas” (CRUA), led by British Red Cross in partnership with the Danish and 
Hungarian counterparts, the Reference Centre for Psychosocial Support (PSCentre) and the 
Climate Centre. The focus groups have been organised following the workshop guide 
developed by PSCentre. [18] To adapt to the national circumstances and bridge the linguistic 
barriers, a Hungarian version has been formulated.[19] 
The objectives of the focus groups were: 
• to understand the effect of flooding on community structures and coping mechanisms, 
• to identify new ideas and solutions in relation to community resilience and psychosocial 

support in urban areas. [18] 
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The focus groups were divided to four sessions focusing on different aspects of the topic: (1) 
introduction, (2) past and current experiences, (3) good practices and (4) wrap up. The 
introduction aimed to set the scene and discuss the technicalities, also to make the participants 
comfortable. The second session focused on the understanding the effect of flooding on the 
community structures and coping mechanisms. Among several questions the discussion was 
drawn to the coping mechanisms and long term changes in the communities caused by the 
flooding event. During the third part the participants discussed good examples identified by 
themselves and brought in by the facilitator. [18], [19] In the scope of this paper I discuss the 
findings of the second part of the focus groups. 
 
3. Results 
 
Through the year 2016 four focus groups have been organised in four flood experienced urban 
areas in Hungary: Nyegesújfalu, Szeged, Mohács and Vásárosnamény. Two focus groups out 
of four have been discarded in this research due the participants’ lack of flood experience. 
Focus group discussions held in Nyergesújfalu (N=14) and Vásárosnameny (N=9) had 
sufficient number of participants with first hand experiences both as victims and responders.  
Nyergesújfalu is located on the Danube river bank. The town of 7400 people experienced 
increasing frequency of harmful flooding events in the last decades. The record level flood in 
2013 affected new areas of the town and disrupted the life of the community in a never seen 
scale. The town does not have efficient infrastructure to protect the properties, therefore many 
dwellings and commercial buildings have been flooded. Vásárosnamény (population of 8700) 
is located in the Upper-Tisza flood basin and experienced a devastating flood in 2001. After 
this event large scale infrastructure investments were initiated, dams were enforced and flood 
control reservoirs have been established. Both towns have smaller waterbodies joining the 
major rivers, causing additional risks. Both Vásárosnamény and Nyergesújfalu experienced 
large-scale national governmental and civil society response during the floods and remarkable 
overarching external involvement in recovery and restoration activities. 
The focus groups participants have been identified and invited with the assistance of local 
community leaders. As the author of this article led the recovery activities of the Hungarian 
Red Cross after the floods in 2013, contacts with flood victims in Nyergesújfalu have been 
already established. In Vásárosnamény the assistance of the local Red Cross chapter was 
requested in order to reach the target community members.  
The second part of the focus groups identified a main difference between the two settings: 
while in Nyergesújfalu people expected the inundation, flooding of Vásárosnamény occurred 
with surprise when a dam broke. Both towns experienced a long physical recovery, lasted 
more than a year. Both focus group participants described a community response based on 
solidarity and unity. “We acted as one” (Vásárosnamény), “there was no need to introduce 
strangers, everybody had the same goal and was here to help” (Nyergesújfalu). A local 
governmental official recalled a memory, when she drove down the streets using the car’s PA 
(loudspeaker) to ask for immediate assistance in sandbag filling from citizens to prevent the 
flooding at an industrial facility – in a few minutes hundreds volunteered to defend the 
factory.  
Assessing the stressors and the devastation on personal and community level, participants 
described the situation like “a race with time and water levels”. Older participants shared the 
frustration of physical inability to even lift their belongings up to a higher and safer place. 
Hopelessness, “beating the impossible” appeared in both focus groups. Loss of personal 
belongings, precious memories like books and photos mentioned in both locations with strong 
emotions due their “irreplaceable” nature. In Vásárosnamény lack of time to prepare was one 
of the biggest stressor – the dam break was not expected and in the sudden onset disaster 
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some people didn’t know what to do, puzzlement made people more traumatized. Telephone 
connection was not possible as land lines were damaged, this made the communication with 
relatives impossible. Anxiety and worry about relatives was described through participants’ 
statements. Isolation expanded the spatial distribution of effects as many families had children 
taking their studies away from the affected area, leaving them without proper information 
about the safety of their relatives and belongings. (In 2001 cellular networks were less 
developed and mobile phone penetration wasn’t significant). Worrying about livestock and 
livelihood are also mentioned multiple times by participants. On the first responder’s side, a 
participant, who worked at the gas utility during the floods, reported the main stressor to be 
the isolation itself. He worked at one of the utility’s pressure regulator station surrounded by 
water and had the responsibility to prevent any possible incidents due leaks, congestion or 
other causes. As phone lines were down, he used URH radio to communicate with his 
colleagues, but was not able to speak with his relatives directly. His colleagues on the other 
side of the radio passed and relayed messages between him and his family on a daily basis. 
The two focus groups discussed long term effects extensively. As dams are not sufficiently 
developed and the water levels were never seen in Nyergesújfalu, different impacts have been 
described. Most strongly, people share a common fear of future flooding. A participant said 
that she lives in uncertainty about her future, because she does not know, when the next flood 
will occur - others have described similar feelings. During the last floods in 2013 water levels 
reached a new record, and families never experienced inundation before became flood 
victims, therefore this uncertainty spread among community members. Secondary floods due 
overwhelmed sewage infrastructure caused additional damages made the whole city affected 
by the disaster. People experienced fast depreciation of property located in newly affected 
areas: houses lost their value due elevated risks. The property depreciation has an emotional 
dimension besides clear financial effects: a participant from Nyergesújfalu told that her 
grandchildren don’t want to inherit her house, because it is located in a flood prone area. The 
building was never flooded before 2013 and considered safe for generations. 
Focus group participants in Vásárosnamény described opposite long term impacts through the 
session. After the floods in 2001 large scale programs have been initiated to achieve fast 
recovery and develop sufficient infrastructure to reduce future risks. Most of the flood victims 
were compensated by charities and by the government, houses have been rebuilt and victims 
received different means of humanitarian aid. The dyke infrastructure has been strengthened 
and elevated, emergency flood reservoirs have been built, the developments were widely 
communicated among local population. The effects of the large scale response, recovery and 
infrastructure development are clear: after refreshing their memories on the difficulties 
experienced during the disaster, they described a strong sense of safety and deep confidence 
in the stability of dykes. Responding to the question “what would happen if a dyke fails?”, 
one participant said that what happened in 2001 could repeat again and everyone will be 
compensated generously just as 15 years ago. Participants agreed that individuals in their 
community could lack of individual preparedness and awareness about needs to be taken in 
case of a failure. 
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Table 1.: summary of focus group considerations 
 Nyergesújfalu Vásárosnamény 

Timeline Time to prepare. Flooding was 
inevitable but the never seen 
water levels caused surprises. 
Long physical recovery (up to 1 
year). 

Sudden onset disaster, occurred as a 
surprise, destructive waves with large 
momentum. Long physical recovery 
(up to 1 year). 

Community 
response 

Acted as one. Large external 
assistance (volunteers and govt. 
forces). Limited recovery funds. 

Community acted as one. Large 
external assistance, strong govt. 
response. Comprehensive 
compensation provided. 

Stressors 
(during flood) 

 hopelessness fight against water 
(perceived as impossible) 

 loss of irreplaceables 
 “race with time and water levels” 
 physical inability (older 

participants) caused frustration 

 unexpected event, onset trauma 
 loss of irreplaceables 
 puzzlement, didn’t know what to do 
 worries about relatives and livestock 
 isolation (landlines were down) 

long term 
effects 

 uncertainty, frustration about 
future floods 

 geographically extended (higher 
water levels) 

 no insurance schemes in place 
 property depreciation – both 

flooded and non-affected housing 
prices went down � fear of 
immobility 

 inheritance issues and emotions 
related to heritage 

 false sense of safety (due to 
hydrological infrastructure 
developments) 

 false sense of financial safety 
(confidence in experienced 
compensation - dependence on outside 
assistance – eg. govt., NGO, but no 
insurance schemes in place) 

 lack of individual preparedness and 
awareness 

 unprocessed feelings among mid-age 
population 

 
4. Results 
 
During the conference at University of Miskolc (HU, Tavaszi Szél 2017) peers draw my 
attention on the fact that two focus groups are sufficient, but only cover the standard 
minimum needs for a valid interdisciplinary social research. The other two focus groups were 
discarded due the lack of the participants’ relevant experience and involvement in past floods. 
Also, from a social science approach the different number of focus group participants 
weakens the validity of the results. Another factor is the participation of different genders – 
the only male participant in Nyergesújfalu left at the beginning after the introductory session, 
Vásárosnamény group had also unequal distribution with more women than men. Even 
though the location and the time of the focus groups were set together with local community 
leaders to make the participation possible for a diverse group as it possible, many male 
participants cancelled last minute. Therefore it would be beneficial during further research 
activities to find ways to involve more male and young voices, even if speaking about 
problems and damages might be culturally hindered. In spite of all these this current research 
was the first known attempt to investigate long term flood impacts on urban communities in 



376 

Hungary. As it will be show through the next paragraphs, the findings fit and complement the 
available academic knowledge on flood impacts and highlight the relevance of vulnerability 
and resilience studies in the country. 
Short term effects resulted by the two flooding events are in line with the existing literature. 
Loss of irreplaceable personal items, like memorabilia, is described as most important loss 
during the spring floods in 2000, Northeast-England. [13] Elevated stress levels and 
hopelessness often leads to anxiety and depression. Hopelessness caused by underinsurance 
could be mitigated with the provision of sufficient insurance schemes. [20] However, there is 
a national flood pool (former Wesselényi Miklós Fund), it is not penetrated affected the 
population and rarely known by potential flood victims. 
Isolation and indirect communication with relatives put additional stress on responders. Fritz 
and Mathewson described that face-to-face or verbal contact is essential for reliefing the 
anxiety. Second-hand information only acts as palliative, it does not cover the needs of the 
anxious person. [21] Climate change increased the uncertainty related to extreme weather 
events, including their variability, frequency and scale in the Danube region. [22] The 
uncertainty described by participants in Nyergesújfalu could be considered as a community 
interpretation of the changed hydro-meteorological hazard patterns, and highlights the need 
for a comprehensive adaptation strategy. Nyergesújfalu focus group also touched upon the 
relationship between the community and the place: the example of the grandson, who does not 
want to inherit the house due the changed risks can be considered as a manifestation of what 
Tapsell and Tunstall described in their paper. [17]  
Participants in Vásárosnamény described a high confidence in their security as large scale 
infrastructure developments has been deployed in the last decade. This finding is correlates 
with the concept of “dyke-risk”. Communities located under (newly) built dykes experience a 
growth and development, but existing risks are not taken into account entirely as hydrological 
infrastructure does not abolish risks. Due to imprudent risk assessment development is 
encouraged in the “flood exempted” areas, leading to increase the possible impacts of a dam 
failure. [23] This false sense of safety confirms the relevance of the concept “dyke-risk” in 
Hungary. 
 
5. Conclusion 
 
This study described the effects of flooding events on emotional well-being and resilience of 
affected local communities. Workshop participants draw two different paths: (1) a community, 
that have insufficient hydrological infrastructure to reduce risks can live in the fear of future 
floods and; (2)a community, that put large confidence in built infrastructures and neglects 
existing risks. Both cases have a strong message: social vulnerability should be taken into 
account during planning and implementation of disaster risk reduction initiatives. 
Infrastructural measures should be accompanied by preparedness and awareness raising, 
vulnerability should be reduced as outcome of DRR measures. 
As a first attempt to discover long term effects of floods in a flood prone country, this paper 
showed examples and concerns in need of attention. It highlighted directions that might be 
researched further in the near future, and supplemented the existing national interdisciplinary 
literature in Hungary with the introduction of social aspects into the discussion around 
disaster risk reduction. 
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