RESIDENTS' CONSIDERATIONS IN SELECTING
HAZARD-RESISTANT HOUSING

John A. Cross

Residents of the lower Florida Keys
are faced with a high probability of
hurricane dammage to their homes.
Many owners have made architectural
adjustments to ameliorate damage po-
tential, but many others have ignored
the danger. Nearly a third live in
ground level houses, virtually all of
which elevates the dwelling above the
level of the lot---such as the "stilt
house"---provides valuable flood pro-
tection. Yet less than half of the
houses in the most vulnerable loca-

tions have been constructed on stilts.

In this research we ask: (1) What
factors influenced the selection of
homes, and (2) Why did residents se-
lect or reject stilt houses. The re-
lationships in choosing their home
type and the physical setting of

their homesite were also investigated.

Selection Of The Home

Residents considered a number of
factors when selecting a home (Table
1). The nearness of the home to the
water, a good view, and price were
the three most important considera-
tions. The matter of safety during a
storm was important to half the re-
spondents. In other words, the de-
sire to obtain the environmental
amenities which brought them to the
Florida Keys were much more impor-
tant than avoiding potential hurri-
cane loss.

Chotce Of Stilt House Or Ground Level
House

Both elevated and ground level
houses were generally selected for
similar reasons. No statistical re-
lationships were found between the
choice of an elevated vs. a ground
level house, and price, architectural
style, proximity to water, and near-
ness to stores, schools and work.
Sixty-five percent of the occupants
of elevated houses stated that storm
safety was one reason they chose

their home, but this is not signifi-
cantly greater statistically than the
55 percent of ground level house res-
dents who also claimed to have sought
storm safety.

The deciding reason for selecting
both ground level and elevated houses
alike was nearness to water (Table 2).
Price and view were also important.
Hurricane safety was not. This dis-
interest in safety is not unexpected.
Research by Kates,! Brinkmann,? and
Oliver® indicates that the desire for
waterfront property may overwhelm
other considerations. White and Col-
leagues,* with respect to river
floodplains, think that adjustment to
the flood hazard is often secondary
to other choices. The reasons ex-
pressed by residents of the lower
Florida Keys certainly lends credence
to these ideas.

Residents gave a variety of explana-
tions why they specifically selected
a stilt house. At the top of the
list is concern for flood protection
(selected by 62 percent), far more im-
portant than desire for breezes (35
percent), view (33 percent) and other
factors (Table 3).

The reasons given for not selecting
stilt houses are also quite varied
(Table 4). The most frequently men-
tioned explanation (29 percent) is
the absence of stairs, which is par-
ticularly important among the elderly
and residents with small children.
However, these worries should not be
interpreted as meaning that the flood
hazard was not considered, as is il1-
Tustrated by the response on one
questionnaire:

The perpetual inconvenience of
stairs outweighted the occasion-
al risk of flooding.

Other explanations include the lower
prices of ground Tevel houses and the
perceived unattractive appearance of
stilt houses.
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Some of the residents of ground level
houses indicated that they felt their
houses were as safe or safer than stilt
houses. Six percent stated there is no
need for stilt houses, and 15 percent
commented that they did not require
stilt houses because their dwellings
were on what they considered to be
high ground or filled areas. A few
ground level house residents felt that
stilt houses are unsafe, being more
vulnerable to high hurricane winds.
Several responses to the open-ended
question "Why did you choose a home
not built on stilts?" Illustrate these
concerns:

Has nothing whatever to do with
safety or permanence in storms...
Stilt homes are first to go.

Do not 1ike stilts. Good idea
for people who don't 1ive here.
Not practical in highwinds.
Good only in certain areas.

Homesite Characteristics And Home Type
Selection

The considerations which lower
Florida Keys residents indicate in-
fluenced their selection of a home
are statistically associated with
many of the physical characteristics
of their homesites (Table 5). Resi-
dents who selected their home because
it was (1) in the price range they
wanted, (2) close to stores or
schools, or (3) close to work, were
generally less likely to occupy
homes along the shore or canals or
on filled lands. On the other hand,
those respondents who sought homes
which (1) were near the water, (2)
had a good view, or (3) were built
in an attractive architectural
style, were significantly more
likely to be located along the shore
or canals and upon filled lands.
That residents selecting their homes
for the latter three reasons would



be located near the water comes as

no surprise. However, an explana-

tion of the homesite preferences of
those seeking appropriately priced

homes near work, schools, or

stores is more open to speculation.

Residents who indicated that they
decided "to buy or rent their pre-
sent home in the Florida Keys be-
cause it would provide safety in a
severe storm" statistically differ
with respect to several of the physi-
cal homesite variables from those not
claiming this safety consideration.
However, the direction of the rela-
tionships is not expected. Sixty-six
percent of those who sought storm
safety actually selected homes adja-
cent to canals, compared with 45 per-
cent of those who did not cite storm
safety as a reason they chose their
home. Likewise, those seeking storm
safety were more likely to locate on
landfill than other residents. These
relationships cannot be explained
adequately by the distributions of
the various home types. Indeed, even
though a disproportionate number of
stilt houses are located near the sea
and canals, there residents did not
claim storm safety as a determining
factor significatly more often than
those occupying ground level houses.
Thus an apparent contradiction is dis-
cernable. Even though residents
claimed they sought storm safety,
their actions either cast doubts a-
bout their awareness of the hazard or
are an indication of cognitive disso-
nance, whereby residents claimed they
selected their house for its storm
safety because in retrospect they
felt they should have.

Responses to the specific question,
"Why did you choose a home built on
stilts" are generally unrelated to
the locations of the homes. For ex-
ample, 26 percent of the residents
whose responses mentioned flood pro-
tection lived on lots adjacent to the
seashore, compared with 34 percent of
those who did not mention flood pro-
tection. However, the differences
are not statistically significant.
Similarly, with respect to the prox-
imity of their homesites to canals,
their elevations, and their flood
zone, stilt house residents seeking
flood protection do not differ from
those citing other home selection

factors. Likewise, there are no
discernable relationships between any
of the other stilt house selection
factors and the homesite character-
istics.

Residents 1iving in ground level
houses responded to the question "Why
did you choose a home not built on
stilts?" The responses were unre-
lated to the physical parameters of
the homesites. While house price
was frequently cited as a consid-
eration in home selection, ground
level house residents living along
canals and by the sea were no more
likely than other residents to
cite price as a reason for avoid-
ing stilt houses. Similarly, re-
spondents selecting ground level
houses to avoid stairs or for
other reasons do not differ with
respect to any of the physical
variables except adjacency to
canals.

Twenty-three percent of the peo-
ple who lived in ground level
dwellings and who claimed to live
on the seashore---hardly "High
Ground." Likewise, 62 percent of
those claiming high ground lived
on canals. Cognitive dissonance
or environmental ignorance ap-
pears to have influenced some of
the respondents' answers with re-
spect to what constitutes "High
Ground."

Conclusion

In the lower Florida Keys, resi-
dents claimed many factors influenced
their home selection. Hazard consid-
erations were not the most important.
Some associations were noted between
the general reasons residents gave
for selecting homes and homesite lo-
cations. But those residents claim-
ing to have considered storm safety
were not significantly more likely
to have selected safer house types or
locations than the overall population.
Furthermore, claims of some residents
that their homesites were safe, thus
not requiring elevated houses, appear
unfounded. These findings, together
with earlier findings that perception
of the hurricane hazard is unrelated
to the choice of home type in the
Keys,® indicate that residents' re-



sponses can best be understood with- arguments of Mileti, Drabek, and Haas

in the framework of a "disaster cul- that hazard perceptions alone haye
ture" as envisioned by Moore.® In ad- "Not been particularly fruitful as a
dition they are supportive of the predictor of...adoption or not of

Tifesaving adjustments."”
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