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A B S T R A C T

This study develops a high-resolution pluvial flood risk index by integrating hazard modeling, 
exposure assessment, and social vulnerability analysis following the IPCC risk framework, and 
applies it to the city of Hamburg, Germany as a case study. The hazard component is based on a 
100-year rainfall event (36 mm/h), modeled using a hydrodynamic flood simulation that ac
counts for topography, drainage capacity, and land use. Exposure differentiates between mobility- 
related risks and well-being-related risks, while social vulnerability is quantified using socio
economic indicators such as age, income, and education status.

The results highlight risk hotspots where social vulnerability and flood exposure overlap, 
providing decision-makers with valuable insights for targeted interventions. The study reveals 
that social vulnerability does not correlate directly with flood hazard, emphasizing the 
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complexity of urban flood risk. This underscores the need for a holistic approach to risk assess
ment, integrating climate science, infrastructure planning, and social policies to enhance urban 
resilience. The methodology deployed in this study is useful for other urban areas, showing its 
value for climate change adaptation planning and risk-informed decision-making.

1. Introduction

Cities around the globe are facing increasing challenges due to climate change, which is expected to exacerbate the frequency, 
severity, and impact of extreme events throughout the 21st century (Lockwood et al., 2024; Rosenzweig et al., 2024; Wu et al., 2024). 
Among these, pluvial floods have emerged as a significant threat to public health and infrastructure (Schmitt and Scheid, 2020). The 
intensification of triggering sub-daily rainfall extremes is already diagnosed in the current climate (Guerreiro et al., 2018; Haslinger 
et al., 2025; Lang and Poschlod, 2024; Poschlod, 2022) and projected to strongly increase under future warming (Fowler et al., 2021; 
Kendon et al., 2023; Kendon et al., 2018; Marra et al., 2024; Poschlod and Ludwig, 2021; Prein et al., 2017). Pluvial flooding accounts 
for a substantial proportion of flood impacts, with some countries reporting a ratio of approximately 30% to 50% of all flood-related 
incidents (Schanze, 2018). Unlike large-scale riverine floods or coastal flooding, urban pluvial floods are often driven by localized 
rainfall stemming from convective cells, which are challenging for numerical weather forecasting (Judt, 2018; Rözer et al., 2021) and 
climate modeling. Even though convection-permitting weather and climate models can improve the representation of such small-scale 
high-intensity events (Chan et al., 2016; Fosser et al., 2024; Fosser et al., 2020; Lind et al., 2023; Poschlod et al., 2018; Poschlod and 
Koh, 2024), their exact location and time of occurrence is very uncertain due to internal climate variability (Judt, 2018; Lavin-Gullon 
et al., 2021; Poschlod et al., 2021).

Hence, urban pluvial flooding can occur everywhere and has increasingly become a focal point of concern within the sphere of 
urban water and flood risk management. Characterized by the inundation resulting from short and intense rainfall that converges in 
topographical sinks and overwhelms the capacity of natural and engineered drainage systems, urban pluvial flooding poses a sig
nificant threat to the infrastructure, economy, and well-being of citizens around the globe (Falconer et al., 2009). Urbanization ex
acerbates the issue, as the impermeable surfaces of city landscapes limit the infiltration, leading to increased surface runoff and flood 
risk. This dual catalyst demands an urgent and comprehensive response to enhance flood protection measures. This is a particular 
challenge in the multi-flood hazard hotspot of Hamburg (Hanf et al., 2025), where the diversity of pluvial, fluvial and coastal flooding 
requires different flood protection measures, and a combination of flood types can lead to complex and devastating flood scenarios 
(Guan et al., 2023; Jiang et al., 2024; Rosenzweig et al., 2024; Santos et al., 2021; Wahl et al., 2015). Hamburg recently experienced 
two severe localized heavy rainfall events (Lohbrügge in 2018; Barmbek in 2024) that caused damage to roads and homes, led to 
evacuations, and restricted mobility within the neighborhood (compare Deutscher Wetterdienst (DWD), 2021). The urgency to address 
pluvial flood risks in urban settings is underscored by the necessity to support decision-making in the design of adaptation measures for 
resilient cities (Fereshtehpour and Najafi, 2025; Hanf et al., 2024; Thieken et al., 2016). Such adaptation planning is not only a matter 
of infrastructure but requires holistic approaches (Hanf et al., 2025) including a link between climate science, social science, impact 
science, and decision-makers fostering policy, planning, and community preparedness (Allegri et al., 2024; Rözer et al., 2016; Sillmann 
et al., 2024). The management of urban pluvial flooding requires sophisticated approaches to hazard mapping and risk assessment. 
However, despite the clear need for such methodologies, the development of a common framework for pluvial flood hazard mapping 
and subsequent risk assessment remains elusive (Fritsch et al., 2016), highlighting the need for comprehensive datasets that can 
strengthen the reliability of available information, potential impact and adaptation measures.

A general approach to assess climate risk used in this study is based on a tripartite conceptual model that includes the complex 
interaction between climate-related hazard, exposure, and vulnerability following the 6th Assessment Report (AR6) of the Inter
governmental Panel on Climate Change, IPCC (Reisinger et al., 2020). While hazard and exposure are often quantified in flood risk 
assessments, social vulnerability tends to be inadequately addressed. However, this risk component is of significant importance, as 
whilst the impacts of hazards themselves cannot be entirely mitigated, the vulnerability of the elements at risk can be reduced (Santos 
et al., 2026). Social vulnerability is defined as the susceptibility to harm from exposure to a hazard event, stemming from social factors 
such as education, income inequality, age demographics, and accessibility to essential services (Fox et al., 2024). On a global scale, an 
empirical social vulnerability map, Global Social Vulnerability Index, was developed recently based on very similar indicators, 
established through the analysis of past flood fatalities (Reimann et al., 2024), building on existing conceptual considerations and 
indices (Cutter et al., 2003; Fekete and Rufat, 2023). For Hamburg, a social vulnerability index (SVI) exists (von Szombathely et al., 
2023), which also refers to these indicators. These analyses underscore the critical need to incorporate social vulnerability within the 
flood risk assessment framework to ensure a comprehensive understanding of risk.

This paper aims to dissect the complexity of urban pluvial flooding risk via the analysis of freely available, high-resolution data for 
the city of Hamburg. It is a city characterized by an overall flat topography with many depressions (rivers, marshlands, old moors). 
Hamburg has a long history of flooding events, with the tragic storm surge of 1962 as the most significant event (De Guttry and Ratter, 
2022), for example, and many pluvial floods in recent years (Bischoff et al., 2021). The primary objective of this study is to present the 
first city-wide implementation of a high-resolution, building-scale pluvial flood risk assessment framework based on the IPCC risk 
concept, integrating hazard, exposure, and social vulnerability. Developed in close collaboration with stakeholders from the City of 
Hamburg, the framework provides a transferable approach for comprehensive urban flood risk assessment and management 
(Vogelbacher et al., 2026), with the understanding that it must be adapted to city-specific risk characteristics with the help of local 
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stakeholders. We visualize the city-wide results in an innovative and continuous way, based on smoothed Voronoi cells.
The framework introduces two risk indices, addressing direct risks to well-being as well as restrictions of mobility and accessibility 

(Vogelbacher et al., 2026). The well-being index accounts for material damage and costly, time-consuming repairs but also people's 
well-being, including injuries and in extreme cases, fatalities. The mobility and accessibility index reflects limits on entering or leaving 
buildings as well as disruptions to critical infrastructure.

With the presentation of high-resolution spatial maps, this analysis aids climate adaptation managers and decision-makers to 
identify hotspots of increased risk and prioritize effective policy measures for urban climate change adaptation.

2. Risk concept

Risk is evaluated at the building level using the frameworks provided by the IPCC in AR5 and AR6. According to this, our approach 
links vulnerability, exposure, and hazard (Fuchs et al., 2024) to quantify specific risks related to mobility and accessibility as well as 
well-being during pluvial flooding events.

Initially, the IPCC's approach to risk was fragmented, with inconsistencies across different Working Groups and assessment cycles 
(Reisinger et al., 2020). However, since the Special Report on Global Warming of 1.5 ◦C, efforts have been made to harmonize the risk 
framework across Working Groups, leading to a more coherent and integrated approach, starting with the AR5 (Reisinger et al., 2020).

While hazard, exposure, and vulnerability are critical in assessing the potential impacts of climate change, risk can also arise due to 
human responses not achieving the intended outcome. These responses are not the focus of this study, but – in line with the IPCC 
concept - are already part of the modeling of the hazard data. Hazard (here: pluvial flood) refers to the potential occurrence of a natural 
or human-induced physical event that may cause harm. In the context of pluvial flooding, hazard maps are generated to depict areas 
likely to experience such events (FHH, BUKEA, 2024). Exposure denotes the presence of people, livelihoods, environmental services, 
and resources in places that could be adversely affected by the hazard. We will predominantly focus on the presence of people in this 
study. Finally, vulnerability is the propensity to suffer damage, which is not solely a function of environmental factors but is typically 
linked with social parameters (Field et al., 2014). In this study, we focus on social vulnerability, following von Szombathely et al. 
(2023), to specifically investigate the risk to residential populations.

While the relationship between these factors is undisputed, merely superimposing these does not do justice to the complexity of 
climate-related risks (Fuchs et al., 2024). A holistic approach is crucial for addressing the multifaceted nature of climate change 
impacts on both natural and human systems (Marbaix et al., 2025). Several studies rely on the straightforward multiplication of these 
three sub-indices to define flood risk (Dewan, 2013; Kron, 2005; Veleda et al., 2017; Yang et al., 2018b). While our approach broadly 
follows this method, we introduce a more sophisticated combination of exposure and hazard by associating a specific group of exposed 
residents (see Section 4.2) to a specific hazard index (see Section 4.3), building on previous work for accessing vulnerability (von 
Szombathely et al., 2023).

Fig. 1 outlines our comprehensive framework for flood risk assessment, integrating social vulnerability to floods, exposure, and 
hazard, discussed in detail in the following chapters. The final risk indices – related to mobility and accessibility and well-being – are 
calculated by combining social vulnerability (categorized into sensitivity and coping capacity), population exposure, and flood hazard 
level at the building scale. All three sub-components are designed to have the same weight in the final risk calculation. However, both 
risk indices differ in the conceptualization of exposure and hazard (see Section 3). This approach provides a detailed and scalable 
method for evaluating flood-related risks, transferable to other cities worldwide.

3. Data sets

This section discusses the characteristics and sources of the datasets we use to capture aspects of social vulnerability, exposure, and 
hazard for the city of Hamburg. While the risk framework (Figs. 1 and 3) is applicable across a wide range of cities, the datasets are city- 
specific and context dependent.

3.1. Social vulnerability: socio-economic data

The demographic and socio-economic data for the city of Hamburg is available at the resolution of so-called statistical units, which 
split Hamburg into 943 sub-regions (status: December 2023), see Fig. 2 (FHH, Statistikamt Nord, 2024; Maaß et al., 2023). The sta
tistical units are conceptualized as a grouping of neighboring building blocks that are assumed to be homogeneous in terms of their 
building and socio-structural characteristics (FHH, Statistikamt Nord, 2017). For our analysis we use the number of children under 10 
years old, singles over 65 years old, people without a high school diploma and receivers of social welfare, and calculate the relative 
share of these four indicators in the total number of inhabitants per statistical unit. Statistical areas with less than 300 inhabitants are 
excluded in the social monitoring by the city authorities (Maaß et al., 2023; Maaß and Huang, 2024) due to privacy concerns in sparsely 
populated areas. Therefore, in some of these areas, the necessary subgroups are not available. However, in the pre-processing of the 
input data, we employ the available Population data and means across Hamburg to calculate risk for as many inhabited buildings as 
possible, in order to identify high-risk buildings, particularly in peripheral locations.

3.2. Exposure: buildings and streets data

The data on the number of inhabitants comes from the same data set as for social vulnerability (FHH, Statistikamt Nord, 2024). The 
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Fig. 1. Basic structure of Pluvial Flood Risk Assessment. Methodological process for assessing flood-related risks, integrating social vulnerability, exposure, and hazard components into a unified 
evaluation model, based on Reisinger et al. (2020).
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Fig. 2. Topographical overview of the study area. Grey outlines mark statistical areas (resolution of social data for social vulnerability and exposure). Black squares highlight focus areas within 
Hamburg, across all figures.
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geodata required for our spatial analysis are the road and the building outlines. Both are taken from the official land register infor
mation system (ALKIS) dataset which is provided by the city of Hamburg (FHH, LGV, 2017, 2020). The road dataset has been recorded 
in April 2019, whereas the building data is from July 2020.

3.3. Hazard: modeled flood level data

The simulations of pluvial flooding are provided by Hamburg's water supply and wastewater disposal company HAMBURG 
WASSER on behalf of and in cooperation with the Hamburg Ministry for Environment, Climate, Energy and Agriculture (BUKEA). The 
modeled data is freely available online via the Geoportal Hamburg (FHH, BUKEA, 2024). The pluvial flood assessment is based on 
hydrodynamic model simulations that consider precipitation intensity, surface runoff, infiltration capacity into the ground, inter
ception and the capacity of the public sewer system. The 2-dimensional numerical surface runoff model framework VISDOM (Blöschl 
et al., 2024; Buttinger-Kreuzhuber et al., 2019, 2022a, 2022b; Waser et al., 2011) is bi-directionally coupled with the 1-dimensional 
numerical Storm Water Management Model (Rossman and Simon, 2022) representing the sewer system. The simulations are carried 
out on the basis of a digital terrain model at 1-m resolution considering retention basins and ditches. We select the pluvial flood 
scenario triggered by a design rainfall of 36 mm/h reflecting a 100-year event (FHH, BUKEA, 2024).

4. Methodology

All assumptions and procedures applied in this framework are described here. In addition,we refer to Vogelbacher et al., 2026), 
where the development and underlying assumptions of the applied methodology is described in detail. The prerequisite for this 
combination of social vulnerability, exposure and hazard is high-resolution data (see also Section 3). We are convinced of the 
fundamental transferability of this approach to other risk analyses, therefore we emphasize the importance of transparent data 
availability.

4.1. Social vulnerability

von Szombathely et al. (2023) propose a social vulnerability index for Hamburg, which is tailored to flood hazards. Four specific 
socio-economic variables are identified that contribute to increased vulnerability in urban areas and enable the calculation of a social 
vulnerability index (SVI), divided into sensitivity and coping capacity. Sensitivity is the extent to which a system is influenced (negatively 
or positively), while coping capacity refers to the way in which people make use of available resources. Income disparity and educa
tional attainment are used to calculate coping capacity, while the proportions of children and old single inhabitants reflect sensitivity.

By employing spatial analysis, the concept of von Szombathely et al. (2023) is able to identify neighborhoods that are dispro
portionately affected by these socio-economic challenges. For Hamburg as a whole the proportion of children and old single in
habitants in each statistical area is almost normally distributed. They have a mean value of ~9% and ~ 7%, respectively, with a 
standard deviation of 2.8% for both. On the other hand, the proportion of people receiving social welfare and people without a high 
school diploma are distributed similarly to an exponential decay function. These variables have a mean of 7% and 1%, as well as a 
standard deviation of 8.5% and 0.8% respectively.

von Szombathely et al. (2023) apply weights (based on expert knowledge) on the indicators reflecting income, education, and age, 
which originate from the use of an analytic hierarchy process, AHP (Saaty, 1990). These weights reflect the relative importance of each 
variable in assessing vulnerability (see Table 1). We modify the index by von Szombathely et al. (2023) emphasizing the importance of 
heterogeneity of indicators within the city, following Yang et al., 2018b. They argue that the inhomogeneity of the indicators is an 
important feature influencing the flood vulnerability of an area (compare Vogelbacher et al., 2026).

Therefore, within the calculation of sensitivity and coping capacity, we apply the Technique for Order Preference by Similarity to 
Ideal Solution, TOPSIS (Hwang and Yoon, 1981) and the Shannon entropy (Shannon, 1948). TOPSIS is a ranking method assessing the 
shortest distance from the positive ideal solution and the farthest distance from the negative ideal solution in a multi-dimensional 
space (Yang et al., 2018b). The method includes a normalization and a weighted combination of variables into one index. The 
weights of variables are determined in advance using the analytic hierarchy process, as outlined above. The combination of the an
alytic hierarchy process and TOPSIS is widely applied in the context of flood related vulnerability analyses (Vogelbacher et al., 2026; 
Boultif and Hafnaoui, 2026; Ekmekcioğlu et al., 2021; Nguyen et al., 2020; Pathan et al., 2022; Rafiei-Sardooi et al., 2021; Yang et al., 
2018b).

Additionally, we argue that inhomogeneity in the normalized and weighted values of the different indicators of a component will 
influence the flood vulnerability. The Shannon entropy method is chosen to quantify the inhomogeneity of all social vulnerability 
variables within the city. Conceptually we follow the rationale of Yang et al. (2018b); noticeably, we do not use the Shannon entropy 
method to find the “objective weight” of the social indicators (e.g., compare Ji and Wang, 2023). Subsequently, the integrated social 
vulnerability index is derived by reapplying TOPSIS and Shannon entropy to the two components, sensitivity and coping capacity. Note 
that the weights applied are based on the available social variables and should be reevaluated for different case studies (compare 
Vogelbacher et al., 2026).

The resulting SVI considers the combined effect of both the total social vulnerability score and the internal inhomogeneity of the 
indicators. The analysis focuses on statistical units but may also be performed at the building resolution if the data is available.

The SVI considers the relative distances of the social parameters and their heterogeneity. That means that the vulnerability index 
follows a probability distribution similar to the distribution of the social-economic indicators. However, we do not assume that flood 
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Table 1 
Overview of data and calculations.

Dimensions of 
risk

Datasets used Original 
resolution

Weights Calculations Outputs Output 
resolution

Social 
Vulnerability

Number of children <10 years old (C)

Statistical unit

0,3
TOPSIS & Shannon Entrophy, + ¼ SD & squaring, linear 
disaggre- gation SVPF Building

Elderly singles >65 years old (ES) 0,7
People without high school diploma, last 3 years (EDQ) 0,5
Receivers of social welfare (WR) 0,5

Exposure Residents per building (R) and residents per ground floor level (RG) Statistical unit ​ Linear disaggre- gation based on living space EMA, EWB Building
Nr. of floors above ground and building type/function Building level ​

Hazard
Water level based on pluvial flood scenario with a rainfall of 36 mm/h 
reflecting a 100-year event

1 m2 ​ Intersected areas with flood layers   
> 30 cm, damage function

HMA, 
HWB

Building
Street outlines 1 m ​
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risk scales linearly with the SVI. Hence, an additional transformation is necessary which reflects the relationship of flood vulnerability 
between groups with average SVI and very high SVI values. We place an additional emphasis in the most vulnerable groups by squaring 
the SVI. This is a subjective choice based on expert knowledge, which has been shown to be more accurate than statistical models in 
assessing flood related social vulnerability (Rufat et al., 2019). Additionally, the SVI is a complex latent variable, and our choice of 
observable socio-economic variables is limited. Thus, there may be data samples showing an SVI value of zero or near-zero. In our 
framework, where risk is a product of hazard, exposure and vulnerability, this assumption would lead to zero or near-zero risk values 
even with high exposure and high hazard indices. In response, we add a minimum threshold to all SVI values, defined to be a quarter of 
the distance between 0 and the mean of the SVI. The value of this threshold is a normative choice which depends on the shape of the 
SVI distribution, which is in turn governed by the number of social-economic indicators among others. With the transformation and 
addition of the minimum threshold, we turn the generic SVI into the context-specific social vulnerability to pluvial flooding (SVPF), 
placing more emphasis on extreme values and extreme heterogeneity in a statistical area, thus helping to identify actual ‘hotspots’ of 
increased risk.

4.2. Exposure

In accordance with the IPCC concept, for exposure we consider the presence of people in places that could be adversely affected. For 
this study, these are the inhabitants of the city of Hamburg in relation to their places of residence. Since the selected hazard can have 
very different effects (Hammond et al., 2015; He et al., 2023; Lamond et al., 2015; Van Ootegem et al., 2015), possible risk outcomes 
had to be defined first, which could then be related to different concepts of exposure. In connection with exposure to flash floods, we 
have decided to examine two different concepts: We distinguish between mobility restrictions and reduction in well-being. This 
inevitably results in two different exposure concepts, as there are different hazard types for each building and different groups of 
people may be affected.

For restrictions of mobility and accessibility we consider all people in the respective building (EMA, exposure related to mobility & 
accessibility), and for danger to well-being and property only people from the ground floor are to be considered (EWB, exposure related 
to well-being, see Table 1 and Fig. 3).

Due to data protection regulations, the number of residents in each residential building is not publicly accessible. Population data is 
available at the resolution of statistical units. The building data set provides detailed information about each building, including the 
number of floors above ground and the building's primary function. The buildings may serve as either fully residential or mixed-use, 
incorporating residential purposes alongside other functions.

Assuming a homogeneous population density within one statistical unit, we distribute the population of a statistical unit to all 
residential buildings within the area weighted by the living space of each building. For buildings classified as “mixed use”, we assume 
that the first floor is used for commercial purposes and does not contribute to living space. This approach ensures a more precise 
allocation of population data across individual buildings, enhancing the spatial resolution and accuracy of our assessment.

4.3. Hazard

The pluvial flood hazard data (simulation data of the city of Hamburg, see above) has a native resolution of 1 square meter, 
allowing for detailed spatial assessments. We define water level thresholds based on existing studies on pluvial floods (Bhola et al., 
2020; Calianno et al., 2013; Lazzarin et al., 2022) and building regulations (Bignami, 2019; Rose and Wilke, 2015), setting 30 cm 
water depth as the basic threshold value. Thus we arrive at two different hazard indices, each of which depicts different pluvial flood 
hazards.

For the hazard to mobility and accessibility (HMA) a threshold for flooding near buildings of 30 cm is used, assessing how flooding 
impacts movement and access in affected areas. For the hazard to one's well-being (HWB) all water levels between 30 cm to over 1 m are 
used, with water being present directly at buildings (see Fig. 3), evaluating the potential for damage and danger to well-being. These 
two dimensions of the hazard are developed alongside the two dimensions of exposure and are closely interconnected with it (see 
Table 1 and Fig. 3).

4.3.1. Hazard affecting the well-being of inhabitants
We devise a 2-m buffer around all buildings, reflecting the potential intrusion of water due to the elevated water level near the 

building (see Vogelbacher et al., 2026 for details). Within this buffer zone, we assess a range of water levels (30 cm to 1 m, in in
crements of 10 cm) to capture varying levels of potential impact (see Vogelbacher et al., 2026 for details).

The hazard index related to well-being (HWB) is calculated as follows:
For the cumulative distribution function (CDF) of the log-normal distribution 

FX(x) = Φ
(

ln (x) − μ
σ

)

, (1) 

we choose μ = 0 and σ = 0.25, with Φ as the CDF of the standard normal distribution. We derive the hazard index 

HWB =
∑100

i=30

[
FX
(
4 ⋅ A2m,i

) ]
, i ∈ {30,40,50,60,70,80,90,100}, (2) 

M. von Szombathely et al.                                                                                                                                                                                           Climate Risk Management 54 (2026) 100893 

8 



Fig. 3. Detailed framework and components of Pluvial Flood Risk Assessment. Detailed processes for assessing flood-related risks to well-being and mobility & accessibility, integrating social 
vulnerability, exposure, and hazard components.
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with A2m,i as the fraction of the flooded area within a 2 m buffer at the water level i (in centimeter).

4.3.2. Hazard affecting the mobility and accessibility of inhabitants
We employ buffers of 5, 15, and 15-to-30 m around an affected building. The 5-m buffer indicates the feasibility of entering and 

leaving the building, while the 15-m and 15-to-30-m buffers consider intersections with the road network. The two latter buffers 
collectively assess whether vehicular access to the building is possible during flooding (see Vogelbacher et al., 2026 for details).

The hazard index related to mobility and accessibility (HMA) is calculated using the maximum value derived from the following 
equation: 

HMA =
[
FX
(
4 ⋅ A5m,30cm

)
, FX

(
4 ⋅ R15m,30cm

)
, FX

(
4 ⋅ R30m,30cm

) ]
. (3) 

There, A5m,30cm refers to the fraction of area within a 5 m buffer, which is flooded above a 30 cm water level. R15m,30cm and R30m,30cm 

describe the fraction of road area within a 15 m buffer and 15-to-30 m buffer, respectively, which are flooded above a 30 cm water 
level.

4.4. Risk

Building on the above-mentioned sub-indices for social vulnerability, exposure and hazard, we assess risk at the building level in 
this study. Our approach now links vulnerability, exposure, and hazard to quantify two specific risks during pluvial flooding events, 
one related to mobility and accessibility and the other related well-being.

The index of pluvial flood risk to mobility & accessibility (PFRMA) metric is calculated as: 

PFRMA = SVPF ⋅ EMA ⋅ HMA. (4) 

Here, the mobility and accessibility hazard parameter (HMA) quantifies the restriction of the building accessibility during flooding, 
while the residents per building parameter (EMA) accounts for the number of individuals dependent on this access. The social vulner
ability to floods (SVPF) at the building level captures the socio-economic attributes (see Section 4.1). The index of pluvial flood risk to 
well-being (PFRWB) metric is calculated as: 

PFRWB = SVPF ⋅ EWB ⋅ HWB. (5) 

In this case, the HWB represents the potential intrusion of floodwater into the building, particularly at the ground floor level, which 
is most exposed to direct flood impacts. The number of residents on the ground floor per building (EWB) is a critical factor, as these in
dividuals are at the highest risk of physical harm or property damage. The inclusion of SVPF highlights the role of social indicators in 
determining the extent to which health outcomes are impacted during flooding.

These calculations ensure that risk assessments are both granular and context-sensitive, addressing the specific concepts of 
exposure for different models of the hazard pluvial flood. This methodology provides a comprehensive evaluation of flood-related risks 
at the building level, aligning with the IPCC's multidimensional framework for risk assessment.

4.5. Visualization

Publishing high-resolution results at the building level is problematic for two reasons: First, the final risk index values do not 
sufficiently reflect the possible sources of uncertainty associated with the numerous input data. Second, it is possible that high- 
resolution risk data may have negative consequences for homeowners (e.g. increased insurance premiums).

After intensive internal discussions and consultation of stakeholders on these matters, we applied a smoothing function to the 
results to avoid publishing exact risk values for individual buildings. This makes it difficult to draw conclusions about risks of specific 
buildings while enabling the identification of risk hotspots at the city-wide scale. At the same time, the smoothing process is 
accompanied by a more pronounced emergence of risk hotspots (e.g., clusters of houses along a street). Yet, a comparison of the SRI7 
scenario analyzed here with the extreme SRI12 (representing a rainfall of 100 mm/h) scenario shows that the hotspots are not artifacts 
of the smoothing process, but occur consistently even in the event of extreme flash flooding (see S4–6 in supplements).

Thus, the visualization process for a Hamburg-wide map aims at the aggregation of the resolution at building level described above. 
First, we identify the central point of each building polygon, which serves as a reference for further spatial calculations. Then, we apply 
the Delaunay-Triangulation on the whole set of building centroids to derive Voronoi cells (Delaunay, 1934; Usui et al., 2020). Thereby, 
the connecting points between neighboring buildings are determined, ensuring that each building is linked to its nearest neighbors in a 
structured network. This serves to find a set of neighboring cells over which a smoothing algorithm is performed.

For a given building, the influences of its n neighbors are incorporated to update its attribute value using the following equation: 

Fnew(x) =

⎛

⎜
⎝Fold(x)+

∑n
i=1

F(i)
|x− i|

∑n
i=1

1
|x− i|

⎞

⎟
⎠ ⋅

1
n + 1

, (6) 

where Fold(x) represents the current value associated with the building. F(i)refers to the value of a neighboring building i. The term ∣ 
x − i ∣ denotes the distance between the central points of the building and its neighbor and n is the total number of neighboring 
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buildings.
This equation ensures that the new value of a building is influenced by the weighted average of its neighbors, where the weights are 

inversely proportional to the distance between buildings. Additionally, the factor 1
n+1 normalizes the result, incorporating both the 

original value of the building and its neighbors' contributions. This smoothing function may be applied several times. For our purpose 
applying it three times yields the desired fuzziness so that it is no longer possible to draw conclusions about individual buildings. 
Lastly, to make the visualization of the risk values more intuitive we limit the Voronoi cells to the immediate vicinity of the corre
sponding building. If no adjacent buildings limit the cell size, a buffer of 100 m (center of the building) is applied.

Classification of the pluvial flood risk indices is carried out using the head/tail break method (Jiang, 2013). This method was 
developed to categorize value distributions with heavy tails. Class boundaries are defined by calculating the mean and splitting the 
data into two classes above and below the mean. Afterwards the mean of the upper class is determined, which splits the class in two yet 
again. This process is repeated iteratively several times. Due to the high resolution the risk distribution is naturally heavy-tailed. In this 
context the head/tail break method has proven to provide a meaningful classification (Fariza et al., 2015).

5. Results and discussion

5.1. Description of pluvial flood risk patterns

The spatial distribution of pluvial flood risk related to well-being (PFRWB) and risk related to mobility and accessibility (PFRMA) in 
the study area are visualized in Fig. 4. Areas of high and low risk are scattered across the city, both north and south of the Elbe river. 
This clearly shows that a pluvial flood and the associated risk can in principle occur anywhere in Hamburg. Even though PFRWB and 
PFRMA show a positive correlation (Lee's L = 0.1032, p < 0.01) there is only a partial overlap between PFRWB and PFRMA. As both risk 
indices are spatially autocorrelated (Moran's I z-scores 116 and 100) we used Lee's L test, developed for autocorrelated variables 
specifically. While some areas with high risk related to well-being also show mobility-related risks, others exhibit a decoupling effect 
(see Section 5.2). Overall, larger areas are affected by PFRMA than by PFRWB due to the larger buffers applied (see Eqs. 2 and 3).

The combined risk assessment, visualized in Fig. 4, integrates PFRWB and PFRMA into a single overlay (maps for individual risk 
indices in supplement, see Figs. S1 and S2). This visualization reveals areas where both types of risks coincide, highlighting neigh
borhoods with compounding vulnerabilities (Rosenzweig et al., 2024). Notably, the overlap of these two dimensions of risk identifies 
specific neighborhoods as critical hotspots that require climate change adaptation. We find hotspots of compound high PFRWB and 
PFRMA (Eppendorf, Billstedt, Övelgönne, Wilhelmsburg, Neugraben) exhibiting both high well-being related risks and severe mobility 
constraints. These areas may require an integrated approach in adaptation planning, incorporating both flood-resilient urban design 
and enhanced mobility contingency strategies. Two neighborhoods (Jenfeld and Osdorfer Born), only show high PFRMA values, while 
PFRWB is low (see Fig. 4 and Section 6). Fig. 4 also reveals a few PFRWB hotspots colored in turquoise and blue. These small areas are 
characterized by buildings with many inhabitants (on the first floor), buildings where the water is right next to the house, and buildings 
whose residents are particularly vulnerable to the hazard described.

The spatial pattern of the smoothed PFRWB and PFRMA values for Hamburg shows characteristics that are not comparable with 
existing socio-economic, topographical or urban morphological analyses. The indices clearly show that the terrain provides only very 
limited information about the possible effects on a small-scale area (compare Figs. 2 and 4) We highlight one example, where the 
topography governs the flood risk, however. Areas of high risk are clearly recognizable along one street in Neugraben. The street is 
located both in a small valley and next to a moat. The street and the adjacent buildings have already been flooded by a heavy rainfall 
event. The city of Hamburg subsequently commissioned a research project to investigate the specific situation on site (Bischoff et al., 
2021). Apart from this example, we find that small-scale conditions on the building level govern the occurrence of high-risk values.

5.2. Relation of pluvial flood risk to social vulnerability indicators and exposure

Fig. 5 shows how the spatial patterns of social vulnerability and the resulting pluvial flood risk indices overlap. Across the city of 
Hamburg, there is a very low and non-significant correlation between SVPF and HMA (Lee's L = − 0.0020, p = 0.536) as well as SVPF and 
HWB (Lee's L = 0.0022, p = 0.396), indicating that the potential occurrence of pluvial flooding has not affected the spatial urban social 
structure. This distinguishes pluvial floods from storm surges, whose potential flooded areas have affected urban social structures over 
the past centuries, with socially weaker people living in inundated areas (e.g. Wilhelmsburg; see Fig. 5). Situated in a low-lying 
floodplain, Wilhelmsburg faces multiple flood risks, including storm surges and fluvial flooding, in addition to pluvial flooding, see 
Fig. 5 (Abebe et al., 2020; Restemeyer et al., 2015). The district's susceptibility is amplified by its relatively high population density 
(see Fig. S3) and socio-economic disadvantages, making it a prime example of compounding flood risks. Limited evacuation routes 
further exacerbate mobility-related challenges (Durst et al., 2014). As a result, this area requires an integrated adaptation approach 
that combines flood mitigation measures, improved mobility resilience, and targeted social support systems.

The area of Neugraben shows a high flood risk due to exposure and vulnerability factors (e.g. elderly population, flood-prone 
residential areas) and high hazard values. While mobility-related risks are lower compared to well-being risks, many areas still 
exhibit notable accessibility challenges. Consequently, the combination of these factors shifts the overall risk profile from pink (PFRWB- 
dominant) to brownish-red (combined risk to well-being and mobility/accessibility).

A more detailed analysis of the drivers of high vulnerability offers the opportunity to see which specific socio-economic problems 
need to be accounted for in risk hotspots (Fig. 6). The interaction between SVPF and the hazard is particularly evident in neighborhoods 
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Fig. 4. Pluvial flood risks for Hamburg (PFRMA & PFRWB). The map presents the spatial distribution of pluvial flood risk (PFR) in Hamburg, differentiating between risks to mobility and accessibility 
(PFRMA, yellow) and risks to well-being (PFRWB, purple). The color gradient represents the intensity of overlapping risks, with darker shades indicating areas of higher combined risk. The map highlights 
focus areas (black rectangles) where both risk types co-occur, identifying potential hotspots of pluvial flood vulnerability. The background layer provides geographic context, including road networks 
and waterways. (For interpretation of the references to color in this figure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.)
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Fig. 5. Combined presentation of social vulnerability and pluvial flood risks for Hamburg. This map illustrates the relationship between pluvial flood risk (PFR) and social vulnerability in Hamburg. 
Grey areas represent neighborhoods with medium to very high socio-economic sensitivity to climate-related hazards. The colored gradients indicate PFRs to mobility and accessibility (yellow) and well- 
being (purple). The overlay of these two datasets identifies areas where socially vulnerable populations are disproportionately affected by pluvial flooding. Black squares highlight focus areas within 
Hamburg. (For interpretation of the references to color in this figure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.)
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such as Billstedt and Osdorfer Born, where high sensitivity and low coping capacity amplify the overall risk (Fig. 6). Billstedt exhibits a 
risk pattern, with elevated levels of social vulnerability contributing to heightened PFRs. This may affect their ability to reach 
workplaces, medical facilities, and emergency services during extreme weather events. The socio-economic structure of the district, 
characterized by a large proportion of lower-income households and residents with limited coping capacity, increases the adverse 
effects of pluvial floods. Addressing both physical exposure and socio-economic vulnerabilities is crucial to enhancing resilience in this 
area.

Osdorfer Born presents a case where mobility-related risks are particularly prominent. The district is home to a high concentration 
of socioeconomically vulnerable residents, many of whom rely heavily on public transportation. During pluvial flood events, critical 
roads and pathways become impassable, disrupting daily commutes and emergency responses. While the direct impact on residential 
buildings is comparatively lower, the overall well-being of residents may still be significantly affected due to restricted access to 
essential services. This case highlights the necessity of improving flood-adaptive infrastructure and public transit resilience in areas 
where mobility disruptions dominate.

Areas such as Ovelgönne and Eppendorf suffer from high sensitivity of the residents as the main driver of SVPF. In Övelgönne the 
dominance of PFRWB is clearly visible. Due to the location on the Geest slope, the sides of the buildings facing the slope show increased 
water levels, as the houses dam up the water flowing over the surface of the slope. However, unlike in other high-risk areas, the road 
networks are not flooded, which is why the according PFRMA values are low.

Despite its relatively dense urban structure, Eppendorf exhibits lower mobility-related flood risks while still displaying significant 
well-being-related risks. The increased risk to well-being is likely due to ground-floor housing that is more susceptible to water ingress. 
However, flood-resilient road infrastructure and well-connected road networks mitigate the risk of accessibility disruptions, high
lighting the importance of differentiating between risk dimensions when designing intervention strategies.

In turn, in areas like Wilhelmsburg and Jenfeld, the residents show low coping capacity as the main contributing factor to SVPF. 
Jenfeld thereby serves as a key example of an area where mobility risks exist in isolation from well-being risks, because residential 
buildings remain largely unaffected by direct water ingress. This pattern underscores the importance of considering indirect flood 
impacts, such as accessibility barriers, when developing comprehensive flood risk assessments.

At the same time, our assessment also identifies urban areas with good coping capacity, but which are particularly affected by a 
high potential impact of the pluvial flooding hazard indices (Volksdorf).

5.3. Limitations

While this study provides a comprehensive assessment of pluvial flood risk in Hamburg, several limitations must be considered:
Conceptual limitations 

● While our risk implementation is based on the IPCC model of 2022, human responses to risk are not explicitly represented in our 
framework. Technical adaptation measures (e.g. the sewer system) are already embedded in the hazard modeling. Future versions 
of the presented framework could include responses for all presented risk parameters, for example through agent-based modeling 
(Peng et al., 2023; Yang et al., 2018a).

● While drainage capacity, infiltration rates, and retention measures are indirectly considered in hazard modeling, explicit inclusion 
of emergency response measures and long-term adaptation strategies would enhance the model's applicability for decision-makers.

● Our current assessment does not incorporate the dynamic character of risk (in the sense that risk in reality depends on constantly 
changing sub-indices) (Skougaard Kaspersen et al., 2017; Stolte et al., 2024; Swain et al., 2020), as we base our risk calculation on 
stationary data. However, our framework is able to include dynamic hazard, exposure, and vulnerability given that according data 
or projections are available.

Social vulnerability assessment 

● The assessment of social vulnerability relies on selected demographic variables, the weighting scheme used in the TOPSIS method, 
and the assumption that social vulnerability remains constant within statistical units. This overlooks local variations in vulnera
bility that typically exist within neighborhoods (i.e. not 0.3 children live in each house, but 0 in some houses and 1 or 2 children in 
others).

● The simple disaggregation of social data to buildings generally introduces systematic bias, when building-specific data is not 
available. For smaller study areas or even more aggregated social data, different or additional assumptions should be made to 
reduce the error.

● The assumption that mixed-use buildings lack residents on the ground floor and that population density is uniform within statistical 
units may lead to additional inaccuracies. Furthermore, rents for ground-floor flats are typically lower in some neighborhoods, 
which could be associated with lower coping capacity of ground-floor residents in general. Residents who are dependent on barrier- 
free apartments on the first floor (no stairs) also typically have a higher sensitivity (age; physical challenges), not accounted for.

Methodological assumptions 

● Several methodological choices rely heavily on expert judgement, including the selection of hazard thresholds, buffer distances, 
indicator weights, and index transformations. Thus, we acknowledge different outcomes if other buffer sizes are used. Our 
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Fig. 6. Combined depiction of social vulnerability indicators (coping capacity and sensitivity) and pluvial flood risk for Hamburg. Darker green color shades represent high social vulnerability due to 
low coping capacity while darker blue color shades indicate high social vulnerability due to high sensitivity. Dark green-blueish represents compound areas of high social vulnerability related to low 
coping capacity and high sensitivity. The yellow and purple color gradients indicate PFRs to mobility and accessibility (yellow) and well-being (purple). Black squares highlight focus areas within 
Hamburg. Blow-ups show a 3.5× magnified view of the focus areas. (For interpretation of the references to color in this figure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.)
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assessment of PFRWB is based on flood thresholds starting at 30 cm, whereby individual houses or even entire neighborhoods have 
raised ground floors (“Hochparterre”) (Brandenburger and Kähler, 1988). Future inclusion of flow velocity could enhance the 
approximation of risks (well-being as well as mobility).

● The proposed risk indices do not represent all possible consequences of pluvial flooding, such as failures of critical building utilities. 
Additional exposure definitions may be required depending on the intended application.

● On the one hand, the usage of Delaunay-Triangulation method and smoothing functions aids in presenting the results in a struc
tured manner while maintaining hotspot areas. On the other hand, the methods applied obscure small-scale variations in risk, 
especially if smoothing is applied several times. The iterative application of this method allows a good amount of control over the 
smoothing effect.

Validation and uncertainty 

● This framework is at its current state only verified by experts. Emergency calls, insurance losses or citizen reports would be valuable 
data sources to further verify the results presented. These might be used to adjust the thresholds and weights within the framework. 
We further acknowledge the lack of historical high-resolution inundation reports as limitation, which could help in validating the 
results.

● This study does not feature a formal uncertainty assessment. We argue that uncertainty depends on uncertainties arising from the 
input data, the selected indicators, and the applied thresholds and methodological assumptions.. Vogelbacher et al. (2026) applied 
a sensitivity analysis to better understand the effects of the applied thresholds. Future work should include sensitivity and un
certainty analyses to quantify their influence on the resulting risk patterns.

Transfeability 

● The framework has potential for transferability, however, its application in other urban contexts depends on the availability of high- 
resolution hazard, exposure, and socio-economic data. Furthermore, city-specific conditions, including urban morphology, de
mographic structures, and flood characteristics, require local adaptation of the framework.

6. Conclusion and outlook

General insights 

● Social vulnerability is spatially decoupled from hazard: areas with high flood hazard are not necessarily the same areas with high 
social vulnerability. This implies that pluvial flood risk cannot be inferred from hazard maps alone.

● Exposure should be differentiated and relational, not just spatial. Rather than treating exposure as simple population presence, the 
study links specific population groups to specific facets of the hazard.

● High-resolution data fundamentally changes risk insights. Using building-level and fine-scale data reveals micro-scale hotspots, and 
intra-neighborhood inequalities. Risk is highly scale-dependent, coarse data can obscure critical local risk patterns.

This analysis accounts for the multidimensionality of urban flood risk. By highlighting the complex interplay between socio- 
economic vulnerability, exposure and hazard, it emphasizes the need for a holistic risk assessment. While physical exposure to 
flooding is a key determinant of risk, the inclusion of social vulnerability (SVPF) allows for a deeper understanding of how social and 
demographic factors compound this risk. This integrated approach may help to target interventions in high-risk areas according to the 
risk drivers, such as flood resilient infrastructure, community preparedness programs, and improve social services for vulnerable 
populations.

The methodological approach employed, particularly the use of TOPSIS, Shannon entropy, and the multiple methodological de
cisions regarding the modeling of exposure and hazard, supports a systematic assessment of risk which can be further validated 
through additional stakeholder input. The spatial smoothing process applied to the risk values allows the identification of critical 
hotspots while preserving detail, without compromising privacy issues. The Voronoi cells enable the integration of individual building- 
level risks into a broader spatial context. Most importantly, by distinguishing between well-being and mobility risk at high spatial 
resolution, the framework supports targeted urban flood risk management and urban adaptation planning by identifying both high-risk 
areas and their underlying risk drivers.

The results also indicate the potential for transferability of this framework. By incorporating both small-scale local conditions and 
socio-economic patterns at city level, the methodology can serve as a basis for risk management strategies in other urban areas. In this 
context, local knowledge and stakeholders are essential for adapting the framework to the specific characteristics of each city. Future 
studies should investigate the integration of temporal dynamics, such as changes in climate patterns or urban development, to further 
refine these risk assessments. Moreover, additional research is needed to explore how human responses and adaptive capacities in
fluence pluvial flood risks. Integrating real-time data could enhance predictive accuracy and decision-making processes.

These findings underscore the need for integrative adaptation planning that considers both social and infrastructural resilience 
when addressing urban flood risk. Making transparent where and how vulnerability is reproduced as part of risk assessments can 
profoundly enhance practitioners' understanding of risk and thus inform more in-depth policy instruments (Teebken, 2024). This study 
contributes to informed policy decisions that allocate resources efficiently to protect the most vulnerable populations and enhance 
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urban resilience to future flood events. In this context, community engagement and participatory approaches have been shown to be 
valuable methods which should be included and prioritized in flood risk management and climate change adaptation planning (Ross 
et al., 2015; Wamsler, 2017).

Transdisciplinary collaboration between urban planners, public health experts, and climate scientists is crucial to develop urban 
climate adaptation and flood risk management policies that align with both immediate needs and long-term resilience goals. Recent 
studies highlight the role of land-use characteristics, blue-green infrastructure, and nature-based solutions in enhancing flood regu
lation ecosystem services and urban resilience (Veerkamp et al., 2021; Huang et al., 2020; Hanf et al., 2025; Shi et al., 2026). Linking 
high-resolution social flood risk assessments with ecosystem services could therefore support more effective flood risk governance.

In summary, the results provide valuable insights into the distribution of health-related risks from pluvial floods in Hamburg. This 
study is particularly effective in analyzing the root causes, in order to understand how various contextual conditions contribute to the 
overall urban pluvial flood risk. By identifying both small-scale hotspots and larger at-risk areas, this study offers a solid foundation for 
justice-oriented climate policy approaches and action, making vulnerable populations a front and center concern (Diezmartínez and 
Short Gianotti, 2022; Strange et al., 2024) and thus facilitating targeted interventions and guiding future planning efforts to enhance 
flood resilience in the city.

Despite these strengths, several limitations should be acknowledged. The social vulnerability assessment is constrained by the small 
number of indicators and does not capture all dimensions of vulnerability. Likewise, the applied hazard thresholds are based on current 
literature and methodological assumptions, and alternative threshold definitions will influence the resulting risk patterns. Finally, the 
proposed framework has not yet been empirically validated against observed flood impacts or health outcomes. Future research should 
therefore address empirical validation, i.e. through post-event observations, insurance or damage records or emergency response data, 
to further assess the robustness and applicability of the framework.

Supplementary data to this article can be found online at https://doi.org/10.1016/j.crm.2026.100893.
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