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Social learning and DRR 

• Has emerged as a key aspect in DRR field (O´Brien et al 

2012, Johannessen et al 2014, Sharpe et al 2015, emBRACE project) 

• Important for pre-disaster planning, beyond mere 

improvement of  response function  

• Through facilitated social learning, values and action, 

competences can develop in harmony to increase a 

group’s capacity to build disaster resilience.  

• Shared learning amongst peers found to facilitate 

faster and deeper learning (Elwyn et al 2001).  

• Results in the potential for informal communities of  

practice to function as vehicles for peer learning, 

facilitating resilience building (Pelling, 2008).  
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Current problem of the social learning 

concept 

• The concept is i) variously defined ii) meaning 
broad and vague iii) sometimes uncritically applied 
iv) used contradictorily v) confusion between S L 
and other learning types 

   

• (Still) lack of  empirical evidence of  social learning 

(Schusler et al 2003: Muro & Jeffery 2008: Cundill & Rodela 2012)  

 

•  ..and of  how learning can be sustained over time 

/lead to long term benefits (Johannessen et al, 2014, Gerger 

Swartling et al. 2011 ) 

 

 
Åsa Gerger Swartling 

  Aim of  study 
By using a case of  flood disasters as a critical lens, 
this study aims to explore potential opportunities for 
social learning at community level in response to 
natural hazards 

 

Research questions  
•  What are the enabling factors for social learning in 
the case study?  

•  Who are the key stakeholders involved in the social 
network and how do they shape a potential learning 
platform for community response and adaptation to 
flood hazards? 
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“ a change in understanding that 

goes beyond the individual to 

become situated within wider 

social units or communities of 

practice through social 

interactions between actors 

within social networks” (Reed et 

al. 2010).  

Social 

Learning…?!  

Sharpe et al., forthcoming 

book chapter  

 

Qualitative  

 

Interviews  28, snowball sampling  

Participatory observations 

Meetings and conference  (2013) 

Method  

Focusing on Morpeth Flood  Action Group and key 

stakeholder in the response, recovery and capacity 

building (2013) 

Personal communication 

Local leader/board member of MFAG  (Sept 2015)  
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Case study – Morpeth  

  

Morpeth  

Source: Environment Agency  
 Long history of flooding… 

Main 

Floods 
Flood 

1963 2008  2009  2010   2011  2012   2013   

Flood 

Flood 

Source: voicesoftheflood.org 
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Community 
response  MFAG  

MFAG’s 

activities and 

outcomes 

Flood Risk Management  

Flood 

Organizational 

Viability   

Enabling environment for MFAG 

Enabling environment long-term 

operating for  MFAG 

Self organization  

Identified key factors enabling MFAG as a platform for 

shared learning   
 
 
Motivation and 
emotions triggered  
 
• Opposition 
•   Feedback  
 
 

 
 
Community attributes  
 
• Opinion leaders  
• Participation 
 
 

 
 
Supporting Context 
 
• Engagement 
• Negotiation  
 
 

 
 
Members in the MFAG 
 
• Diversity  
• Trust  
• Vibrant network of 

relationship  
 
 

 
 
Institutional development  
 
• Flexibility  
• Participation 
• Innovation  
• Leadership  
 
 

 
 
Stakeholder interactions  
 
• Partnership  
• Negotiation  
 
 

Results 

MFAG 

Morpeth 
Chamber of 

Trade  

Town 
Council 

Association of 
British Insurance  

DEFRA  

National 
Flood 
Forum  

Environment 
Agency  

Northumbria 
Water Limited  

Norhumbria  
County Council  

Northumbria Local 
Resilience Forum  

Local 
Media  

Flood 
Wardens   

Voluntary 
organizations 

The Public  

Politicians  

 Insurance 

Rescue and 
fire service  

Police  

Regional level 

Community  level 

Flood Emergency   

Social Network..  

National level 
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Insurance  

Flood alleviation scheme  

Flood emergency  

Drainage 

Urban Planning  

Northern Flood Action Group  

MFAG’s main activities and outcomes 
www.morpethfloodaction.org.uk     

Discussion - Organisational attributes 

conducive to Social Learning processes 

 • Social network across scales 

• Institutional development through bottom-up process, 

Opportunities for collaborative learning over time  

• Local opinion leaders influential for the collective 

response capacity in terms of mobilising and 

engaging local people 

• These have created opportunities for physical 

interaction, deliberations and negotiation as well as 

dialogues with different actors 

• Shared leadership a cornerstone in establishing a 

learning platform or MFAG 
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Discussion - challenges to SL 

• Exists mainly above the local scale. Lack of  

transparency within authorities , silo 

structure 

• Problems  of  cross-scale interactions  

• The time / continuity challenge, dependence 

on (local) leaders and shared responsibilities 

• The importance of  synchronising local action 

with activities at other governance levels 

 

 

 

Conclusions - Practical solutions 

 Example of  real-world  case of  community- 

based FRM at local scale, findings valuable 

for how strengthen risk reduction and 

resilience  in other urban areas  

 Highlights multiple enabling factors for local 

learning processes, which can be instructive 

for future support to, and development of, 

local response strategies in DRR in general, 

and FRM in particular.  

 

 

 

 

 


