
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
                                                                                                                       

 

Public dialogue at the British Science Festival in Newcastle 

Our Risk Communications project had a two hour slot at the British Science Festival for 

public dialogue on flooding and extreme rainfall.  

We had 20 members of the public attend the event which we used to:  

 Hold a discussion over the new flood hazard maps to 

ascertain how meaningful they are to people  

 Begin a conversation about flooding information and 

how people make sense of it 

 Test our public dialogue approach to learn lessons for 

the Risk Communications project 

The dialogue was set up in a large room with four tables. We put posters and fact sheets on 

the walls and tables to instigate conversations about rainfall and flooding (examples shown 

below).  Each table comprised public participants, a facilitator and flood risk expert.  

What was the feedback from the public on the event? 

The feedback from the public was overwhelmingly positive. Attendees said that the event 

was well run and that the resources and presentations were good. The only criticism was 

that many felt that they needed more time for discussion. Participants were just ‘getting 

going’ after two hours and felt that it could have gone on for longer.  

People felt positive about having the opportunity to contribute to the project. Participants also 

enjoyed hearing views from other members of the public which demonstrated the importance 

of giving time for everyone and for the facilitators to allow that to happen. 

What did we learn about the public perception of flooding and flood maps? 

The session comprised two activities. The first was to discuss perceptions and ideas about 

flooding; the second was to discuss maps and annotate the new flood maps. 

 

There was a broad range of perceptions and experiences about flooding. Most people had 

not flooded, although many knew people who had. There were many discussions about why 

floods happen and the impact on people’s lives. A key area highlighted was how stressful 

flooding was for people and how important it was to understand the mental health impacts 

was well as affects on property.  

 

People were very engaged in the activity of discussing, understanding and annotating the 

new flood hazard maps. There were many ideas about how to improve them including: 

 

●  Changes to the colour and clarity of the underlying base maps 

●  Information about what the velocity and depth data mean to people  

●  Details of locations of flood defences and structures 



●  The ability to toggle flood defences on and off so that the impact on risk and 

inundation extent could be seen and appreciated 

●  Embedding pictures of previous floods 

●  Guidance on what people should do with the information in the maps 

 

What did we learn about running a public dialogue on flood risk? 

There were learning points from this test dialogue event. These included the following.  

 

1. The flood risk experts should expect a barrage of questions about all areas of extreme 

rainfall and flood risk.  

2. The flood risk experts can use this as an opportunity to learn about public perceptions 

and the use of language and terminology. There was an equal amount of learning from 

both public and experts at the event.  

3. Single dialogue events are restrictive as shown by the large appetite for the public to 

engage further with the topic and materials. Even through a two hour time period, people 

were able to reflect and produce more questions and ideas. Multiple events with the 

same people may be key to enabling them to digest information, reflect and undertake 

peer-to-peer discussions.  

4. Facilitators need clear questions and guidance on the parameters of the discussions and 

the aims of each session.  

Alison from Sciencewise wrote a detailed blog from the event which can be found at 
http://www.sciencewise-erc.org.uk/blog/?p=1901 
 
Example Flood Fact Sheets 
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Example posters used at the event.  

 
 

Contact 

Jacqui Cotton. Project Manager (jacqui.cotton@environment-agency.gov.uk)  
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