What Exactly Is a 100-Year Flood?

T

he phrase “100-year flood” has
caused much confusion over the
years. Many mistakenly believe that it
is a flood that occurs every 100 years.
However, the phrase really
means a flood that has a 1Period
percent chance of occurring
of Time
in any given year.
Floods are classified
1 year
according to their frequency
and depth. For instance,
there are 10-year, 25-year,
10 years
50-year, 100-year, and 500year floods. A 100-year
flood, although less frequent
20 years
than a 10-year flood, is
deeper—and far more
destructive. For this reason,
30 years
the 100-year flood is now
more commonly called the
“base flood” (see related
50 years
article on page 11).

risk flood areas has over different
periods of time.
Buildings located in 100-year flood
areas are required to have flood
The chart below shows the
insurance as a condition of receiving a
statistical chances of flooding a
federally backed mortgage loan or
building located in one of these higher
home equity loan. Given that many
mortgages have a repayment
Chances of Being Flooded
period of 30 years, you may
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want to point out that buildings
10-yr
25-yr
50-yr
100-yr
in areas subject to a 100-year
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flood have a 26 percent chance
10%
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of experiencing that flood during
the life of the loan. However,
during that same period, there is
65%
34%
18%
10%
only a 4 percent chance of a fire.
So, the next time people say
that they live in a 100-year
88%
56%
33%
18%
floodplain, and the last 100-year
flood was three years ago, so
they don’t have to worry about
96%
71%
45%
26%
another flood like that for the
next 97 years, use this
information to explain the real
99%
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meaning of a 100-year flood. W

Research Identifies Factors
“There is an easy-to-write low-risk
flood insurance policy that covers
homes in low-to-moderate flood risk
areas.” A full quarter are unaware of
this policy.
A better understanding of the PRP,
and about risks that their clients have
for flood, may increase flood insurance
distribution by agents who do not sell
flood, and even among those who do.
In fact, 81 percent of those who do not
sell flood insurance (and 90 percent of
those who do) say that they would be
more likely to recommend flood
insurance to their clients if they knew
that there was an easy-to-write flood
policy (the Preferred Risk Policy).
• Many flood agents don’t realize
that the NFIP will reimburse
them for 50% of their media
costs for flood insurance
advertisements.
Further hindering the sale and
advertising of flood insurance is the

lack of knowledge about the benefits of
the Co-op Advertising Program offered
by the NFIP. Only 38 percent of the
flood insurance agents are aware that
the NFIP will reimburse them for half
of their media costs for running
approved flood insurance ads.

Spreading the Word about
Flood Insurance
Although there are some
stereotyped notions about why more
people don’t have flood insurance (for
example, perceived difficulties in
writing or obtaining flood insurance
policies), it is important to recognize
the role that agents play in the
distribution process.
Other research we have conducted
has clearly suggested that clients view
their agents as critical in providing
information both about what their
insurance needs are and about what
different types of insurance are
available. Agents are considered by
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their clients to be trusted sources of
information.
It is no leap to suggest that the
more information agents have, the more
information they can provide to their
clients. The Cover America research
findings will help us improve our
communication efforts to insurance
agents so they better understand flood
risk, the coverage that flood insurance
provides, the availability of the
relatively low-cost and easy-to-write
Preferred Risk Policy, and the NFIP
Co-op Advertising Program.
Clearly, flood insurance agents are
knowledgeable about the flood
insurance product, but there is plenty of
opportunity for improvement. Among
agents who do not sell flood insurance,
this opportunity is even greater. It may
be that dispelling some of the
stereotypes and communicating the
facts can motivate those agents to
rethink their decision not to sell flood
insurance. W

