
1.  Introduction
Average flood losses in the USA amount to US$32.1 billion per year and flood risk is estimated to grow by 
26.4% in 2050 (Wing et al., 2022). Impact patterns are inequitable across different socio-economic groups (Wing 
et al., 2022). Thus, there is an urgent need for improved and more equitable adaptation to flood risk in the US.

Proactive adaptation strategies, that is, informed actions based on risk assessments that are adopted before a 
flood hits, can be driven by top-down measures (e.g., community-level policies or infrastructural interventions 
for flood protection) or bottom-up actions (e.g., purchase of flood insurance by households). Household adap-
tation, for instance through insurance purchase (Cremades et al., 2018), has the potential to lower future flood 
risk substantially by reducing the financial vulnerability to residual risk (Aerts et al., 2018; Jongman et al., 2015; 
Kundzewicz et al., 2018).

In the US, top-down and bottom-up flood adaptation measures are interlinked within the mechanism that relates 
individuals' flood insurance access and communities' flood risk management. Flood insurance adoption as a 
bottom-up measure is regulated within the National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP). The NFIP was founded 
in 1968 as the only source of flood insurance in the US. Communities maintain minimum floodplain manage-
ment standards to make insurance accessible for their inhabitants (Horn & Brown, 2018). Within the NFIP, the 
Community Rating System (CRS) (FEMA, 2021c) is a top-down strategy to encourage insurance adoption. If a 
community agrees to undertake flood risk mitigation and floodplain management measures, it is ranked with a 
higher CRS class and the insurance premiums in the community will be lowered (Sadiq et al., 2019).

Abstract  Floods cause average annual losses of more than US$30 billion in the US and are estimated 
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so far scarce and fragmented. Based on interpretable machine learning and large insurance and socio-economic 
open data sets covering the whole continental US we reveal that flood insurance purchase is characterized by 
reactive behavior after severe flood events. However, we observe that the Community Rating System helps 
overcome this behavior by effectively fostering proactive insurance purchase, irrespective of socio-economic 
backgrounds in the communities. Thus, we recommend developing additional targeted measures to help 
overcome existing inequalities, for example, by providing special incentives to the most vulnerable and exposed 
communities.

Plain Language Summary  Flood resilience of individuals and communities can be improved by 
bottom-up strategies, such as insurance purchase, or top-down measures like the US National Flood Insurance 
Program's Community Rating System (CRS). Our interpretable machine learning approach shows that flood 
insurances are mostly purchased reactively, after the occurrence of a flood event. Yet, reactive behaviors are 
ill-suited as more extreme events are expected under future climate, also in areas that were not previously 
flooded. The CRS counteracts this behavior by fostering proactive adaptation across a widespread range 
of socio-economic backgrounds. Future risk management including the CRS should support and motivate 
individuals' proactive adaptation with a particular focus on highly vulnerable social groups to overcome existing 
inequalities in flood risk.
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Previous studies have shown that individuals' adaptation actions are potentially impacted by a large number of 
demographic, socio-economic, and psychological factors (Koerth et al., 2017; McPhillips et al., 2018), including 
risk perception (Bubeck et al., 2012; Sanders et al., 2020), preparedness, and social networks (Hu, 2020). For 
instance, clear increases of flood insurance take-up rates were observed after the occurrence of catastrophic 
floods by several studies (Gallagher, 2014; Kuang & Liao, 2020). Moreover, resilience differs quite strongly 
between different socio-economic groups and there are problems of inequitable access to adaptation meas-
ures and unbalanced consideration of different socio-demographic groups in flood risk management policies 
(Knighton et al., 2021; Wing et al., 2022). A US wide study with focus on selected metropolitan areas showed 
a disproportional exposure of metropolitan areas with a higher percentage of Black, Indigenous, and People of 
Color (BIPoC) residents (Knighton et al., 2021). Another study in Georgia showed that African-Americans as 
well as educated and older people were more likely to purchase flood insurance (Atreya et al., 2015). Conversely, 
Cannon et al. (2020) found that the dominant ethnicity in a neighborhood was not significantly associated with 
insurance coverage, whereas Knighton et al. (2021) describe unequal exposure patterns.

Overall, the literature on the socio-economic drivers of bottom-up adaptation measures in the US is heteroge-
neous and in some cases contradictory. This could be a result of spatially heterogeneous individual reactions or 
analysis run on small samples. This reveals a research gap: to generalize beyond fragmented results, studies are 
needed that provide large scale evidence on the drivers of bottom-up flood adaptation strategies in combination 
with community-level policies.

Here, we investigate the relationship between socio-economic backgrounds, household flood insurance purchase 
(bottom-up), and the community-scale CRS (top-down) in the whole continental US. We aim to reveal the main 
drivers of insurance uptake and explore the potential of the CRS to foster proactive adaptation and overcome 
inequitable flood risk management across household and community scales, without any a priori assumption on 
individuals' motivations, or utility maximization. We formulate the following research questions:

1.	 �What are the main socio-economic and behavioral drivers of flood insurance purchase in the US? Is the CRS 
effective in fostering individuals' flood insurance purchase?

2.	 �Which patterns emerge in the socio-economic composition of communities that are active in the CRS? Are 
there inequalities in the representation of different social groups?

2.  Materials and Methods
To address the above questions, we develop a data-driven method based on interpretable machine learning (ML). 
We investigate the role of socio-economic characteristics, flood history, and participation in the CRS with respect 
to flood insurance purchase as for the whole continental US. Similarly, we model communities' participation in 
the CRS as a function of flood history and socio-economic characteristics.

2.1.  Data Sources and Data Preparation

We analyze open-access flood insurance data by the NFIP and the American Community Survey (ACS) by the 
US Census Bureau with a census tract resolution to model the policy records since 2009 that were in-force at the 
time of data retrieval (FEMA, 2020). From the ACS we initially selected 400 different potential behavioral and 
socio-economic predictors to model individuals' and communities' flood resilience and compare it across differ-
ent census tracts. Additionally we model CRS participation probability (FEMA, 2021a).

The locations of the NFIP policies-in-force (FEMA, 2020) are redacted to 0.1° precision upon retrieval. To coun-
teract the resulting high concentration of points (in a few census tracts), we apply a random spread to the points. 
Finally, we spatially aggregate this data to match the census tract scale of the ACS data. Thus, we total the data 
points within the census tracts and divide by the number of housing units. We then use the resulting processed 
data as output variable to train a ML model to predict household flood insurance purchase as a function of the 
potential behavioral and socio-economic predictors. In building the set of candidate model input features, or 
predictors, we manually select 400 variables from more than 25,000 census variables contained in the ACS data 
set. Feature values were retrieved as total counts and divided by the number of inhabitants in a census tract to 
estimate the percentage of people showing a respective feature. We consider the claims filed within the NFIP as a 
proxy to estimate past average annual number of floods (feature called flood history, regular) and the maximum 
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amount of people affected in a flood per census tract (FEMA, 2019) to estimate flood severity (flood history, 
severe). This strategy may result in an under-estimation of under-insured census tracts for the flood severity 
variable. The area within the flood zone in a census tract is calculated based on the official Special Flood Hazard 
Area (SFHA) by FEMA (FEMA, 2021b) and distinguished between coastal (flood zone V) and fluvial flood 
zones (flood zone A). Two features describing whether the insurance policy covered a building or its contents are 
calculated based on the metadata of the policies in force indicating the percentage of policies covering contents 
and those covering buildings. We find no significant pair-wise variable correlations in our input variables, which 
we assume to be a result of spatial heterogeneity and locally differing effects. The resulting data set contains 400 
features for 72,366 samples (census tracts) across all states in the continental US.

2.2.  Regression of Flood Insurance Purchase per Household and Classification of CRS Participation

We first perform a regression task to estimate insurance coverage in a census tract based on the 400 features 
described in the previous section using a Gradient Boosting Decision Trees (GBDT) framework. In GBDT 
an ensemble model is assembled by step-wise addition of decision trees to minimize the residual error of a 
tree ensemble. We use an efficient form of state-of-the-art GBDT called Light Gradient Boosting Machine 
(LightGBM) (Ke et al., 2017). LightGBM builds on Gradient-based-One Side-Sampling and Exclusive Feature 
Bundling to accelerate model training and achieve higher prediction accuracy (Ke et al., 2017). We train the 
LightGBM using data from 80% of the census tracts (n = 54,274) and test on the remaining 20% (n = 18,092) 
(see Text S1.3 in Supporting Information S1). We train the LightGBM model both at the aggregate level for the 
whole US, as well as a series of individual models, one for each state in the continental US. For the regression 
problem of insurance purchase modeling, we tune the hyperparameters of the LightGBM via grid search and 
k-fold cross-validation (k = 10) on the training set. For all simulations we select a Tweedie objective for extremely 
unbalanced zero-inflated distributions as in Zhou et al. (2020). Its gradient is calculated as the log likelihood of a 
Tweedie distribution (dispersion parameter equivalent to 1.7). For details on the implementation in this specific 
framework please refer to Veigel et al.  (2022). We estimate the Tweedie distribution dispersion parameter by 
fitting a Tweedie distribution to the target variable in the training data set before training the LightGBM. Finally, 
we assess the model performance using multiple performance metrics, including the Root-Mean-Square Error 
(RMSE), the Mean Absolute Error (MAE), and the coefficient of determination (R 2). LightGBM robustness to 
possible correlation and redundancy in the input data is achieved by selection of one feature within a correlated 
group. We apply a hierarchical grouping strategy (Text S1.2 in Supporting Information S1) to counteract this 
model limitation.

In the second part of our research, we use LightGBM also in classification mode to tackle the binary classifica-
tion problem of predicting whether a community takes part in the CRS. LightGBM hyperparameters are trained 
similarly to the above regression task, but the area under the receiver operating characteristic curve was used as an 
objective function (Bradley, 1997). Estimated participation probabilities above 0.5 are classified as participating 
communities. Class imbalance in the training data set is equalized prior to training by random under-sampling in 
the class with more instances to contain the same amount of observations as in the underrepresented class (Guo 
et al., 2008).

2.3.  Interpretable Machine Learning

We use LightGBM in combination with SHapley Additive exPlanations (SHAP) (S. Lundberg & Lee, 2017) with 
the two-fold goal of, first, predicting insurance coverage and CRS participation and, second, understanding which 
predictors (features) affect the model outcome and with which magnitude. SHAP values are an Interpretable ML 
method that quantifies the shift of the predicted value caused by each individual input feature. They represent 
the marginal change we observe in a conditional expectation function upon feature introduction at each step in a 
unique and additive manner. Since the calculation of marginal impacts depends on the features previously eval-
uated, the contribution should be averaged over all previously implemented features. Several methods to achieve 
this estimation were previously proposed, tough they are computationally demanding (S. Lundberg & Lee, 2017). 
Conversely, SHAP values can be estimated efficiently by exploiting the structure of tree based models such as 
LightGBM. They are calculated by evaluating all possible combinations of branches that end in the respective 
node with the Tree SHAP algorithm (S. M. Lundberg et al., 2020). In this work, we adopt SHAP values over other 
measures of feature importance to quantify the effect of features on model output. SHAP enhances interpretation 
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by quantifying whether a specific predictor has a positive or negative influence on model output, along with 
whether specific ranges of interest emerge, when a predictor has a stronger/weaker influence on the model output. 
We calculate SHAP values both for the regression problem of predicting household flood insurance purchase in a 
census tract, where the SHAP value represents the change in insurance policies per housing unit in a census tract 
that can be attributed to a specific input variable, and for the classification problem of predicting communities' 
participation in the CRS, where the SHAP values represent the changes in participation probability attributed to 
a specific input variable. To mitigate the potential presence of weakly correlated features in our data set contain-
ing 400 variables, we apply a grouping strategy, in which we combine the SHAP values for thematically related 
features. Feature importance within a group is quantified as the weighted sum of absolute SHAP values. The 
combined feature importance within a group is represented even if the importance gets assigned to one variable 
or split across multiple variables depending on the model structure. The results and discussion are based on those 
variables that show the highest SHAP, either individually, or in groups.

2.4.  Kruskal Wallis and Dunn's Test

As an output of the binary classification problem of CRS participation probability estimation we obtain the 
SHAP values representing the changes observed for the communities' participation probability in the CRS. If 
a community was less likely to participate because of a specific feature, such feature would be attributed with 
negative SHAP values more frequently. Positive SHAP values represent a shift toward a higher participation 
probability, and SHAP values close to zero (±0.01) indicate no change in participation probability. To understand 
if the effects of a feature on communities' participation in the CRS as quantified by SHAP values are statistically 
significant, that is, the distributions of that feature across different SHAP groups (positive, negative, null) are 
statistically different, we performed a Kruskal Wallis (KW) test (Kruskal & Wallis, 1952) and post-hoc Dunn's 
test (Dunn, 1964). The KW test is a non-parametric test to evaluate the similarity of variances and estimate if 
the samples of a feature originate from the same distribution when taken from different SHAP groups. The 
effect size describes how strongly the groups differ from each other by comparing the feature value variances. 
Prior to running the KW test we apply a floodzone correction, dividing the percentage of inhabitants that are 
characterized by a certain feature by the floodplain area in a census tract. We further apply a post-hoc Dunn's 
test (Dunn, 1964) on the variables with significant results in the KW test to identify which groups exactly show 
significant differences with each other (Text S1.3 in Supporting Information S1).

3.  Results
3.1.  Flood Insurance Coverage and CRS Participation Model Performance

We here present results both for an aggregate model trained over the entire data set at the continental US scale, 
and models fitted individually for each state. The aggregate US LightGBM model we implement to predict 
flood insurance coverage at the census tract level and identify its significant drivers attains a very good train-
ing performance (R 2 = 0.987, RMSE = 0.004, MAE = 0.001) and satisfactory test performance (R 2 = 0.677, 
RMSE = 0.019, MAE = 0.003). For further model performance analysis broken down by individual US states 
please refer to Figure S1 and Table S1 in Supporting Information S1, which show that our model generalizes 
well for the majority of the US states, even if overfitting occurs in a small number of cases (e.g., Pennsylvania). 
This result demonstrates the ability of our ML approach to model overall flood insurance purchase patterns at the 
continental scale. Conversely, flood insurance coverage models fitted to individual states achieve varied accu-
racy levels, suggesting that some local effects might not be captured by the set of predictors we included in our 
analysis. Notably, R 2 higher than 0.6 (obtained for the US states included in Figure 1) are achieved for high-risk 
US states such as Georgia (test R 2 = 0.81) and Louisiana (test R 2 = 0.78). Model performance results confirm 
that despite the existence of several climate zones and heterogeneous socio-demographic characteristics among 
different states in the continental US, a relation between flood insurance coverage and local socio-economic and 
behavioral drivers exists.

3.2.  Flood Insurance Policies Are Purchased as a Reactive Flood Adaptation Behavior

Individual state-level and aggregate US model alike indicate that flood history is the most important predictor 
of flood insurance coverage (Figure 1). The top-ranked flood history feature summarizes both flood frequency 
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(regular) and severity (severe) (see Section 2). Both the feature ranking in Figure 1 and spatial patterns of flood 
severity, flood frequency, and their SHAP values in Figures 2a–2e reveal that flood insurance purchase is a reac-
tive behavior, triggered by the occurrence of severe or frequent flooding events.

Flood insurance policies are either covering damage to buildings or to their contents. This is the second most 
important determinant of flood insurance coverage (insurance type in Figure 1). If the majority of insurance poli-
cies in a census tract covers building damage, the SHAP value for this variable increases, that is, there is a strong 
correlation with overall flood insurance purchase.

Spatial patterns of population density also correlate with flood insurance purchase, with lower insurance cover-
age associated with high population density, that is, in urban areas (population in Figure 1). Typically metropol-
itan areas experience high turnover of residents leading to lesser knowledge of the flood history in those areas. 
Therefore urban areas should be in the focus of resilience increasing strategies.

Conversely, other socio-economic backgrounds only marginally correlate with insurance coverage. Features 
related to income, structural characteristics of buildings (structural in Figure 1), education, and overall living 
situation are ranked with lower importance, as shown by the lowest weighted sum of absolute SHAP values.

3.3.  Community-Level Policies Foster Proactive Adaptation

The results in Figure 1 show that the CRS stands out for positively influencing insurance coverage in a census 
tract and helps overcome reactive behaviors, being ranked right after flood history and flood insurance type. 
People are more likely to purchase a flood insurance to protect their property and belongings if the community 
they live in participates in the CRS. Therefore we implement a second model to classify which communities 
participate or do not participate in the CRS. The CRS follows a categorization system with 10 categories with 

Figure 1.  Feature importance for individual state models and an aggregated US model. Feature importance is quantified 
as the weighted sum of absolute SHapley Additive exPlanations (SHAP) values, ranked from top to bottom in descending 
order based on the values obtained for the aggregate US model. The graph shows feature groups including age, gender, and 
population density (population), the area within floodzones (environment), work-related characteristics such as the average 
daily working hours (work), and information about the building (structural). Only individual-state models that achieved a 
training performance with R 2 > 0.6 are selected for representation. Maximum number of affected people or annual average 
number of floods (combined in the feature group of flood history) is the most relevant determinant of flood insurance 
purchase for all states.
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incremental reduction in insurance premiums (Figure 2c). In the results from the insurance coverage simulation 
(Figure 2e) we find that the magnitude of increase in insurance purchase is similar for all positive CRS classes. 
Thus, the increase in insurance adoption does not depend on the specific CRS class achieved by a community, 
but it rather correlates with whether the communities participate at all. However, participation in the CRS is not 
selected as an important predictor of flood insurance in some states such as Rhode Island, Michigan, and Okla-
homa (Figure 1). These states had low overall participation rates (FEMA, 2021c), which results in low absolute 
changes in insurance coverage attributed to the CRS. CRS premium reductions are higher within the SFHA. 
When we look at the changes of predicted insurance coverage for the proportion of SFHA in a census tract by 
CRS class we see an equal increase of flood insurance coverage for census tracts rated in all CRS classes (Figure 
S1 in Supporting Information S1). This indicates that the amount of subsidization within the CRS does not neces-
sarily affect the insurance coverage.

3.4.  Characteristics of CRS Communities Are Heterogeneous

Using a second model to classify the communities in the CRS, we analyze statistically significant correlations 
between communities' probability of participation in the CRS and their socio-economic characteristics via KW 
test (see Section 2). The features spatially represented in Figure 3 with their corresponding average SHAP values 
are a subset of grouped socio-economic variables that significantly correlate with different levels of probability 
of participation in the CRS. The amount of meaningful associations represented in Figure 3 shows that the CRS 
altogether covers a wide range of socio-economic backgrounds and that a variety of socio-economic variables 

Figure 2.  Feature values and related SHapley Additive exPlanations (SHAP) values for the number of people affected per flood (a–d), the average annual number 
of floods (b–e), and Community Rating System (CRS) average class (c–f). SHAP values are computed from modeling insurance coverage in each census tract. The 
maximum number of people affected by a flood (a) is skewed toward the hurricane-affected coastal communities. This historical flood severity directly translates 
to higher insurance coverage values (d). Flood Frequency (b) shows similar patterns with a reduced magnitude and high SHAP values centered around fluvial flood 
zones, such as the Lower Mississippi and the Minnesota Red River (e). The features related to flood history (flood severity and flood frequency) are the most important 
predictors of insurance coverage, followed by the CRS class (c) that leads to increased insurance coverage in participating communities (f).
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correlates with communities' participation in the CRS. However, some patterns stand out. The overall high-
est SHAP values (darker color opacity in Figure 3) originate from flood history as well as population density, 
consistently with the feature importance ranking reported in Figure 1. Flood history contributes to an increase 
in CRS participation probability between 50% and 100%. Conversely, the observed SHAP values for popula-
tion density see not to suggest any influence on CRS participation (opaque black color in Figure 3). However, 
their high average SHAP (low opacity) originates from the combined effect of decreased participation rates in 
rural areas and participation increase in semi-urban areas (Figures S3, S6, and Table S2 in Supporting Informa-
tion S1). According to the CRS classification model, census tracts with a history of severe flooding are more 
likely to be participating in the CRS. The insurance coverage regression model shows that they also have a higher 
insurance coverage. Evaluation of the CRS participation as a predictor in the insurance coverage model shows 
the multi-dimensional relationship between CRS class, past events, and insurance adoption (see Figure S4 in 
Supporting Information S1). In areas were past floods were frequent, those communities that participate in the 
CRS show a higher insurance coverage. Conversely, with increasing number of people affected by past floods, 
communities that do not participate in the CRS show a slightly higher insurance coverage. Within our model 
for CRS participation we can identify the socio-economic characteristics of communities that participate in the 
CRS. Those communities show higher insurance coverage values, despite having experienced less flooding in the 
past. Multiple socio-economic predictors (i.e., digital access, education, housing, income, inequality, living situ-
ation, ethnicity, and structural characteristics of buildings) are also statistically correlated with CRS participation 
probability. However, their impact along this correlation is marginal compared to the shift in CRS participation 
probability caused by the above external factors (flood history and population density).

Figure 3.  Socio-economic and external features grouped by type and their impact on communities' probability of participation in the Community Rating System 
(CRS). We train a Gradient Boosting Decision Trees (GBDT) classifier that successfully simulates and predicts CRS participation (training and testing accuracy 
94%, see Figure S2 in Supporting Information S1). We analyze the output of the GBDT classifier with the most detailed aggregation level separating the features 
thematically. The impact of a feature on communities' CRS participation probability is categorized based on its SHAP value in lower participation (blue), higher 
participation (red), and no change (black). The strength of this impact is represented by the absolute average SHAP value for that feature (color opacity). Severe is a 
continuous variable that quantifies the number of people affected per flood, while regular refers to the annual number of floods. Both of the features are combined in 
the flood history variable. High feature values of each variable indicate either more severe flood characteristics or more regular flooding. If the highest mean feature 
values are associated with negative SHAP values (before transformation to absolute SHAP value), the feature group is appearing in blue and inversely correlates 
with participation in CRS (lower participation). If the highest mean feature values are associated with positive SHAP values, the feature is marked in red and directly 
correlates with higher CRS participation. Average absolute SHAP values close to zero indicate no change in CRS participation. Only variables that were found to 
significantly correlate with different levels of probability of participation in the CRS are represented (see Section 2). Feature values are divided by the area inside the 
floodplain in the respective census tract.
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3.5.  Effects of Socio-Economic Structure on CRS Participation

Insights about the correlation of socio-economic variables with CRS participation (from the CRS classification 
model) emerge from the statistically significant differences in feature distributions displayed in Figure 3 and 
grouped by SHAP value (see also Figure S7, Tables S3, and S4 in Supporting Information S1). To further assess 
the magnitude, or strength, of their effect on CRS participation beyond averaged SHAP values, we further  analyze 
their effect size (see Section 2). The features we find to have very high differences between the groups (KW effect 
size f > 0.998, corresponding to the 0.8 quantile of all significant effect sizes) are external factors. Thus, consist-
ently with our previous analysis, the areas with past flood experience of severe or regular events are more likely 
to be participating in the CRS. However, also features indicating vulnerable communities (structural deficits, 
population density, and no digital access), describing the amount and type of rented places (high rental prices, 
rented properties), and employment type displayed significant effect sizes, suggesting that CRS can help over-
come inequalities. Finally, both high and low property values are associated with higher participation probability, 
reflecting the accumulation of wealth in floodplains, the overvaluation of housing prices inside floodplains (Hino 
& Burke, 2021), and the increased exposure of low-income population (Wing et al., 2022).

4.  Discussion
The findings from our data-driven analysis advance knowledge on human behavior in relation to flood risk with 
two key insights. First, previous studies have shown that vulnerable groups are systematically more exposed to 
floods (Knighton et al., 2020; Wing et al., 2022). Thus, there is a necessity for more vulnerable inhabitants of 
areas that are more exposed to floods in the US to increase their resilience to a higher degree (e.g., BIPoC resi-
dents (Knighton et al., 2021; Wing et al., 2022)).

We observe that community-level policies such as the CRS can overcome such inequality bias and foster proactive 
adaptation across heterogeneous socio-economic backgrounds, especially in areas with a record of experienced 
severe floods. We show evidence that the CRS constitutes a useful framework to encourage increased resilience 
for different types of communities. The observed patterns of unequal exposure imply a necessity for targeted 
risk communication. We find that the CRS is not targeting specific groups, but instead it covers a wide range 
of socio-economic characteristics. However, the CRS should improve its focus toward low income and BIPoC 
population segments to further balance existing inequalities. Future research could help understand more specific 
varying exposure to evaluate where to prioritize efforts to increase resilience via top-down and bottom-up disaster 
risk reduction (DRR) measures.

Second, previous studies demonstrated that individuals' ability of making informed and rational decisions to 
maximize their utility is hampered, particularly in high risk scenarios that occur with a low probability, for 
example, flooding (Conlisk, 1996). Furthermore, subsidization has been proven ineffective in improving flood 
insurance uptake (Kunreuther & Pauly, 2004), leaving risk communication as an alternative option to encourage 
informed insurance decisions (Robinson & Botzen, 2019). Our results confirm and generalize this behavioral 
pattern on a continental scale: insurance purchase is triggered by previous flood experience and by participating 
in the CRS but does not rise consistently within the classes, indicating that further subsidization does not encour-
age risk-averse behavior alone. We do not see a spread in insurance adoption between census tracts that expect 
higher reductions of insurance premiums (larger areas within the SFHA), our results suggest that the reduction 
of premiums is not the defining factor for higher insurance coverage in CRS communities. Rather, improved risk 
communication, which is part of the CRS point collection system, could make a difference in rising insurance 
coverage.

The unexplained portion of behaviors we model, that is, the residual in our models, might be emotionally driven 
by non-tangible anticipated or immediate emotions as suggested by Loewenstein and Lerner (2003). However, 
future research is needed to investigate these emotional components, when existing, as they cannot be described 
through the socio-economic variables and at the scale and level of aggregation considered in this study. The 
complexity of behavioral drivers is a limiting factor for model performance. The large-scale nature of this study 
also introduces some uncertainty with regards to collinearity in the data. In the case of localized collinearity 
unaccounted for by our method, the SHAP values could be proportionately reduced. To mitigate this effect we 
apply the predictor grouping strategy to distribute the importance between potentially correlated variables and 
therefore we can draw conclusions for the whole US. Future research could focus on evaluating correlations that 
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might occur within smaller administrative units and how they relate to our findings. Further, inside the SFHA 
households with governmentally backed mortgages are required to purchase an insurance with the NFIP. In some 
cases the recipients of post-disaster aid may be required to hold an insurance for a limited amount of time. In 
this study we still include this small fraction of policy holders in the analysis, although their decision to acquire 
insurance is not self motivated. Furthermore, we do not aim to assume causality within this framework. However, 
our findings that areas in which households have previously been exposed to flooding are more likely to purchase 
insurance and that subsidization is not a major factor driving insurance purchase are in line with existing research 
(Cannon et al., 2020; Kunreuther & Pauly, 2004).

With the SHAP values and LightGBM we develop an interpretable ML-based analysis that minimizes biases 
because of the data-driven model structure without conceptualizations/hypothesis. Our results regarding 
the overall marginal impact of socio-economics could indicate a potential confirmation bias in conceptual or 
socio-hydrologic models. Due to a selection of socio-economic variables performed before model building and 
implementation based on prior expectation of the human-environment system, many existing models may show 
significant relationship that are inherent in their structure which is based on conceptualization. However, the error 
introduced through location redaction of NFIP insurance policies data, along with the potentially heterogeneous 
composition of socio-economic variables in a census tract that might be unevenly associated with the local insur-
ance coverage after spatial aggregation at the census tract level are two limitations in this study deriving from the 
data processing sequence we implemented.

Since our results show that the increase of insurance purchase is similar for all CRS classes, we can conclude 
that even simple methods of DRR (e.g., making flood maps available to the community) can make an impact to 
improve individuals' motivations to undertake resilience actions. Our results suggest that the strategies and struc-
ture of the CRS has been so far successful in promoting insurance purchase throughout the US and supported 
people of all socio-economic backgrounds. The observation that with increasing CRS class there is no strong 
increase in insurance purchase could also imply that there is a limit to which communities can be motivated to 
take up an insurance. The defining factor of improving insurance adoption seems to be the participation in the 
CRS and slightly lowered insurance rates. However, the extent to which the insurance rates are lowered is not 
decisive for insurance purchase. These findings are further supported by the observation that income is not a 
significant predictor for flood insurance coverage, indicating that financial constraints on a household level do 
not have a predominant role in driving the decision to purchase insurance policies.

Our research shows that currently the purchase of flood insurance is mainly due to reactive behavior after severe 
floods. Affected people learn from experiencing a flood and improve their resilience via insurance. However, the 
CRS effectively motivates proactive insurance adoption and can increase community resilience in areas where 
extreme events have not occurred recently. We find that the CRS covers a wide range of socio-economic back-
grounds in a non-discriminatory way and supports both, vulnerable communities (e.g., with low education, high 
BIPoC population) and less vulnerable communities (e.g., with high housing value, high median rent). Since, for 
instance, the BIPoC population faces the largest increase in future flood exposure (Knighton et al., 2021; Wing 
et al., 2022), they would need most help. Thus, the CRS should address and balance such existing inequalities, in 
focusing on high risk areas with an increasingly exposed and vulnerable population.

Data Availability Statement
All data used in this study is available from the U.S. Census Bureau and the Federal Emergency Management 
Agency (U.S. Census Bureau, 2018; FEMA, 2019, 2021a, 2021b, 2021c). The R code used to generate the results 
reported in this article is available at Veigel et al. (2023).
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