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Abstract
In disaster science, policy and practice, the transition of resilience from a descriptive concept to a normative
agenda provides challenges and opportunities. This paper argues that both are needed to increase resilience.
We briefly outline the concept and several recent international resilience-building efforts to elucidate critical
questions and less-discussed issues. We highlight the need to move resilience thinking forward by emphasiz-
ing structural social-political processes, acknowledging and acting on differences between ecosystems and
societies, and looking beyond the quantitative streamlining of resilience into one index. Instead of imposing
a technical-reductionist framework, we suggest a starting basis of integrating different knowledge types and
experiences to generate scientifically reliable, context-appropriate and socially robust resilience-building
activities.
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I Introduction

Generally used to designate the capacity to

cope with change and uncertainty, ‘resilience’

has been replacing ‘vulnerability’ and ‘sustain-

ability’ as a currency in academic and policy

discourses and as a guiding principle in devel-

opment planning. The successful resilience

renaissance, cutting across academic disci-

plines and the interface between science, pol-

icy and practice, may find its explanation in

the ‘elasticity’ of the term and the ‘flexibility’

of the concept. While an all-encompassing,

multi-interpretable idiom has attractions as a

unifying concept and political vision, there is

an inherent danger that the term becomes an

empty signifier that can easily be filled with

any meaning to justify any specific goal – as

happened to ‘sustainability’ to a large degree

(see Stumpp, 2013). Thus, it seems to be timely

to scrutinize the appropriation and use through

a critical lens.

This paper reviews some positions and will

highlight less-discussed issues, rather than try-

ing to encompass all the detailed debates,
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literature and analyses; as such, the literature

provided is far from comprehensive, instead

aiming to extract and address topics which tend

to be less discussed or analysed, while empha-

sizing the contribution of geography. First, the

concept of resilience is outlined, giving some

background to concerns which in turn lead to

diagnostic questions and analytical challenges

to provide a basis for moving forward from the

critique. Without making a claim to be exhaus-

tive and complete, section III portrays some

recent international resilience-building efforts

to illustrate further challenges and how geogra-

phy could contribute to overcoming these chal-

lenges. Our intention is neither to criticize nor to

promote specific definitions and programmes.

Rather, our premise is that highlighting promi-

nent challenges can bring some light to the

clouded interpretation of resilience with the

suggestion that resilience should be transformed

from a mainly descriptive concept (‘what is

done’) into one which includes a normative

agenda (‘what ought to be done’) – ensuring that

there is a balance between the factual, descrip-

tive and verifiable aspects of resilience and the

ideal, prescriptive and justifiable aspects.

While this transformation presents consider-

able opportunities, which we describe and sug-

gest should be grasped, a set of challenges to

negotiate also exists. They are based upon three

connected arguments indicating critiques and

ways forward, outlined in section IV. First, rela-

belling the same challenges that have already

been extensively discussed in wide swathes of

research, policy and practice is not constructive.

Instead, and second, we suggest an agenda of

reconnecting resilience within wider, well-

established contexts of risk and sustainability.

That would connect the descriptive and norma-

tive, allowing the concept to be liberated from

ideological legacies, permitting missing empiri-

cal evidence to be obtained, and letting neces-

sary pragmatic pathways for implementation

to be identified – all three with a basis in geogra-

phy. That also contributes to our suggestions for

moving the resilience agenda forward by attach-

ing knowledge-making to meaning-making,

strengthening capacities to shape one’s actions

rather than simply acting, and linking scientific

research more adequately to the needs of policy

and practice. Third, we wish to balance descrip-

tive with normative by encouraging a refocus-

ing of resilience on root causes and social

transformation – as long established in science,

policy and practice.

II Resilience in theory: concepts
and characteristics

Over time, and by different academic sectors,

the term ‘resilience’ has been used to express

different meanings. As examples from geogra-

phy, Alexander (2013) provides a detailed his-

torical etymology of the term ‘resilience’;

Gallopin (2006) thoroughly analyses the con-

ceptual relations of resilience to interrelated

key terms such as vulnerability and adaptive

capacity; Klein et al. (2003) explore the useful-

ness of the resilience concept to natural hazard

reduction; Porter and Davoudi (2012) offer a

worthwhile cautionary note on the politics of

resilience for planning; and the critique of

MacKinnon and Derickson (2012) on resili-

ence policy and activism is highly insightful.

Thus, we present only selected recent defini-

tions and limit our explanations to some signif-

icant challenges and ways forward beyond this

literature.1 The definitions are:

The ability of a system, community or society

exposed to hazards to resist, absorb, accommodate

to and recover from the effects of a hazard in a

timely and efficient manner, including through the

preservation and restoration of its essential basic

structures and functions. (UN-ISDR, 2009: 24)

The ability of assets, networks and systems to

anticipate, absorb, adapt to and/or rapidly recover

from a disruptive event. (Cabinet Office, 2011: 14)

The ability of countries, communities and house-

holds to manage change, by maintaining or
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transforming living standards in the face of

shocks or stresses – such as earthquakes, drought

or violent conflict – without compromising their

long-term prospects. (DFID, 2011: 6)

The ability of a system and its component parts to

anticipate, absorb, accommodate, or recover from

the effects of a hazardous event in a timely and

efficient manner, including through ensuring the

preservation, restoration, or improvement of its

essential basic structures and functions. (IPCC,

2012: 563)

Resilience is the ability to prepare and plan for,

absorb, recover from, and more successfully

adapt to adverse events. (The National Acade-

mies, 2012: 1)

Today, resilience is a concept that is applied in

various disciplines and different fields, includ-

ing geography, engineering, psychology and

ecology. One common thread among many dis-

ciplines is the ability of materials, individuals,

organizations and entire social-ecological sys-

tems, from critical infrastructure to rural com-

munities, to withstand severe conditions and to

absorb shocks.

For ecology, the term’s prominence rather

than its origins can be dated back to the 1970s

(Alexander, 2013; Folke, 2006). Within ecol-

ogy, resilience was used for a long time

before being suggested as ‘a measure of the

persistence of systems and of their ability to

absorb change and disturbance and still main-

tain the same relationships between populations

or state variables’ (Holling, 1973: 14). The more

resilient a system, the larger the stress it can

absorb without shifting into an alternate regime

or collapsing. In a similar way, the usefulness of

the concept was examined in other academic

fields, such as psychology and psychiatry

(Fonagy et al., 1994).

Meanwhile, geography literature was going

beyond a linear conceptualization, by offering

another perspective on resilience through the

field of natural hazards, including climate

change, where various authors (see, for example,

background in Gaillard, 2007; McAslan, 2010;

Manyena, 2006; O’Keefe and O’Brien, 2013;

Timmerman, 1981) applied but extended the psy-

chology and ecology notions, aiming to better

understand characteristics of vulnerability and

resilience of individuals and communities in the

face of social-environmental challenges and

changes – that is, how well society could deal

with changes and disturbances, such as those

caused by extreme environmental events. Of par-

ticular relevance is that the ecology literature

focused on the natural environment; the psychol-

ogy literature focused on people; the engineering

literature focused on human constructions; and

the geography literature integrated the natural

environment, the built environment and society.

Geography has also provided incisive critiques

of different schools of thought, such as Welsh

(2013) arguing that the systems approach to resi-

lience has supported neoliberal governance. In

many debates across disciplines, though, a recur-

ring question of resilience thinking has been:

resilience to what?

Nonetheless, despite the wide range of

application and contexts, resilience is not a

universally accepted term, nor does it have a

universally accepted definition even for single

geography fields such as disaster risk reduction

(DRR), climate change adaptation (CCA), huma-

nitarian aid or spatial planning (Alexander, 2013;

Davoudi, 2012; Lewis and Kelman, 2010;

Levine et al., 2012). Likewise, the view of gov-

ernments and organizations on resilience is

diverse: resilience as a process, a state and a qual-

ity, ranging from a global focus on food security

(e.g. UN Office for the Coordination of Humani-

tarian Affairs, OCHA) and a national view on

critical infrastructure (e.g. energy, water) to a

sectoral view on business continuity (e.g.

cyber-attacks, market change) and a local focus

on climate change (e.g. ICLEI – Local Govern-

ments for Sustainability, an international associ-

ation of local and metropolitan governments

dedicated to sustainable development). Some-

times the resilience of individual entities is
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focused on, and sometimes the resilience of sys-

tems (see also Welsh, 2013). Thus arises the

summary question ‘resilience of what to what

at what scales’, which geographers are ideally

suited to investigate, given the focus on time

simultaneously with space, and society simulta-

neously with the environment.

Since the early ecology-based ‘bounce back’

perspective, drawing on psychology as well,

geographical interpretations of resilience have

been moving towards ‘anticipation’, encom-

passing ‘capacity’ and ‘capability’ – and now

coming the full way to being suggested as

doing better than before by ‘bouncing forward’

(Manyena et al., 2011). In between remains a

plurality of definitions, reflecting the different

intellectual traditions and functional needs of

the different disciplinary and societal fields,

as well as the difficulties in understanding and

communicating across disciplines and sectors.

Some recent characterizations of the term

‘resilience’ outside geography reveal a trend in

emulating the ecology basis by considering

resilience as an ability of something X to deal

with a disturbing stress Y. According to Walker

et al. (2006), resilience rests on the abilities

to: (1) anticipate and deal with the impacts of nat-

ural hazards; (2) adapt to change; and (3) be

proactive and self-determining, rather than just

reactive and outside-determined. Another

observable development is the integration of a

‘proactive’ and ‘transformative’ notion into the

resilience concept, manifest in the definition of

DFID (2011: 6). This descriptive expansion

moves the concept more towards the social

sciences and philosophy (e.g. Lucini, 2013) –

with the normative consequence that it has to deal

with ‘equity’, ‘power’, ‘justice’ and ‘social capi-

tal’, thus increasing complexity. Geography con-

tinues to provide a solid grounding of theory in

reality while linking ecology and society (see also

Cote and Nightingale, 2012). Based on vulner-

ability and development geography, the ability

to be resilient is never distributed homogenously

within and through social groups. Instead, this

ability is largely determined by social, economic

and cultural factors, and, because the minority of

a society often holds control over the decision-

making for the majority, these factors may often

be beyond society’s control.

In particular, geographical literature (e.g.

Gaillard, 2007; Manyena, 2006; Tobin, 1999)

has indicated that a framework which applies

natural science thinking to social phenomena

can be deeply problematic (see also Adger,

2000). As Porter and Davoudi (2012) remark:

Resilience science is no different. Translating the

ontological assumptions about the nature of the

world into the ‘socio’ end of socio-ecological sys-

tems runs into problems that have been

expounded, though by no means expunged, by

decades of work deconstructing positivism to

demote it from its domineering influence in social

sciences and planning. These efforts have empha-

sized that the very categories ‘natural’ and

‘social’ are socially constructed and far from

naturally occurring. To view them as phenomena

for study means they are already positioned

within webs of cultural, social and ecological sig-

nificance: webs of our own making. (Porter and

Davoudi, 2012: 331)

Despite all the excitement for an ostensibly

new concept, we agree with numerous geogra-

phy contributions to resilience thinking that it

is detrimental and inaccurate to downplay sig-

nificant structural social-political processes

while bypassing the major difference between

ecosystems and societies, namely the human

capacity for anticipation and learning (Dovers

and Handmer, 1992). As a result, a further

summary question appears for geographers to

tackle: which aspects of the resilience concept

are appropriate for social contexts and which

ones are inadequate?

While some authors refer to resilience as the

‘flip side’ of vulnerability, i.e. vulnerability and

resilience are opposites (for example, Adger

et al., 2005; Folke et al., 2002; Kaly et al.,

2002), most geography literature agrees that the

252 Progress in Human Geography 39(3)



relationship between vulnerability and resilience

is not linear and that the characteristics are not

entirely independent. Gallopin (2006: 301) notes

that vulnerability does not appear to be the oppo-

site of resilience, because the latter is defined in

terms of state shifts between domains of attrac-

tion, while vulnerability refers to (or at least also

refers to) structural changes in the system, imply-

ing changes in its stability landscape; a view that

matches well with vulnerability as a societal pro-

cess rather than state (see also Lewis, 1999), with

the process view then extending to resilience

(Lewis and Kelman, 2010). Gallopin (2006) con-

cludes that resilience is an internal property of

the system, not including exposure to perturba-

tions. For Klein and Nicholls (1999) resilience

is one factor comprising vulnerability. With

respect to coastal hazards, they suggest that vul-

nerability is a function of: (1) resistance, i.e. the

ability to withstand change due to a hazard; (2)

resilience, i.e. the ability to return to the original

state following a hazard event; and (3) suscept-

ibility, i.e. the current physical state, without tak-

ing into account temporal changes.

Aguirre (2007) advances the thesis that vul-

nerability and resilience are part of a dialectic

process taking place over time without end in

social organizations operating as complex open

systems. J. Lewis (2013: 49) points out that ‘rec-

ognition that resilience depends upon ‘‘the abil-

ity of a system, community or society’’ may be

relevant to ‘‘potential hazard’’ but cannot be

assumed for an aftermath subject to physical

and psychological shock’. Oliver-Smith (2009:

15) remarks that lowering vulnerability may or

may not increase resilience, or may even create

other forms of vulnerability. Summing up these

views – from sociology, architecture and anthro-

pology, respectively – leads to the question: what

and who are included and excluded from defin-

ing the boundaries of the subject under consider-

ation? Geographers often focus on exactly that

question, examining boundaries and scales of

space and time to determine what and who are

included and excluded – and then asking ‘why?’.

Based on the literature analysis and the

potential contribution of geographers towards

filling in gaps, we provide other less-

discussed resilience issues. Regimes that are

considered undesirable can be very resilient,

e.g. despotic regimes with North Korea

referred to as being ‘resilient’ despite being

‘fundamentally weak’ (Stares and Wit, 2009:

4). Poverty, corruption and exploitation can

also be highly resilient. To this end, while resi-

lience may be important to support and main-

tain systems in a desirable state, it may also

maintain a system in an undesirable state, mak-

ing recovery or transformation difficult.

Mitchell and Harris (2012: 5) have termed this

phenomenon the ‘dark side of resilience’,

referring to undesirable systems that have

become fixed, and are therefore less responsive

to future threats or positive transformation.

Therefore, it is not surprising that in policy dis-

courses resilience is often used in relation to

resistance against change rather than to conti-

nuity through change, as with the North Korea

example. Likewise, some system regimes may

be considered desirable by some parts of a

community and undesirable by others.

Whether it is a descriptive analysis or a nor-

mative programme, there is a judgement regard-

ing which resilience should be supported and

which should be opposed. Who decides? Are

questions of governance and the unequal distri-

bution of power and resources considered in

attempts to increase resilience? Participation

of people concerned in defining priorities for

practical intervention, and building on their

strengths and abilities, is appropriate (Le De

et al., 2013).

Overall, the relationship between vulnerabil-

ity and resilience is contextual. Conceptually, it

seems a truism that every entity has some degree

of vulnerability and some degree of resilience.

Both are different manifestations of a variety of

response processes to changes (often extreme

changes) in the relationship between open dyna-

mical systems and their external environment.
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The degree and the exact characteristics of the

vulnerability, the resilience, and their interac-

tion and interrelationship depend on each con-

text and are a matter of perception. As an

umbrella concept, resilience provides the

opportunity to analyse the interactions between

domains and between scales (Shaw, 2012) –

which is exactly what geographers do. A cur-

rent challenge with resilience is the multitude

of diverse definitions and approaches. Geo-

graphers are skilled at melding isolated,

descriptive approaches to achieve a more

comprehensive understanding of, for example,

a phenomenon, a process, a system or inter-

plays among phenomena, processes and sys-

tems. Without then losing the need for a more

solid description of resilience, the descriptive

approach offered by geographers provides the

baseline for turning the description(s) into a

normative agenda leading to operational tools,

policies and actions.

III Resilience in practice: examples
and essentials

While the academic debate on describing resili-

ence continues, governments around the world

have developed plans and programmes that aim

to guide cities, communities and authorities

towards achieving it. In general, building resili-

ence is said to be done by reducing exposure and

the sensitivity to shocks, as well as by increas-

ing adaptive capacity (IPCC, 2012). Whatever

course of action is chosen, it has to be consid-

ered through time (ex-ante, during shock and

ex-post) and given uncertainties. There are

notable efforts regarding community resilience,

ranging from Tobin’s (1999) ‘holy grail of

hazards planning’ to Twigg’s (2009) set of

‘characteristics of a disaster resilient commu-

nity’. Here, the focus lies on recent international

attempts to increase resilience to demonstrate

gaps in what is being done and ways forward

to fill in those gaps.

In 2010, the UN International Strategy for

Disaster Reduction (UN-ISDR) launched the

‘Making Cities Resilient’ campaign – ‘My City

is Getting Ready’ – to achieve resilient, sustain-

able urban communities, with a growing num-

ber of local governments that are taking action

to reduce the risks to disasters, based on com-

mon standards and tools (Valdés et al., 2013).

This 2010–2015 World Disaster Reduction

Campaign addresses issues of local governance

and urban risk while drawing upon the sustain-

able urbanization principles developed in the

UN-Habitat World Urban Campaign 2009–

2013. In addition to ‘a handbook for mayors and

local government leaders’, UN-ISDR (2012:

25) provide the so-called 10 essentials for mak-

ing cities resilient:

1. Put in place organization and coordina-

tion to understand and reduce disaster

risk, based on participation of citizen

groups and civil society. Build local

alliances. Ensure that all departments

understand their role in disaster risk

reduction and preparedness.

2. Assign a budget for disaster risk reduction

and provide incentives for homeowners,

low-income families, communities, busi-

nesses and the public sector to invest in

reducing the risks they face.

3. Maintain up-to-date data on hazards

and vulnerabilities, prepare risk assess-

ments and use these as the basis for

urban development plans and deci-

sions. Ensure that this information and

the plans for your city’s resilience are

readily available to the public and fully

discussed with them.

4. Invest in and maintain critical infra-

structure that reduces risk, such as flood

drainage, adjusted where needed to

cope with climate change.

5. Assess the safety of all schools and

health facilities and upgrade these as

necessary.
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6. Apply and enforce realistic, risk-

compliant building regulations and land

use planning principles. Identify safe

land for low-income citizens and upgrade

informal settlements, wherever feasible.

7. Ensure that education programmes and

training on disaster risk reduction are in

place in schools and local communities.

8. Protect ecosystems and natural buffers to

mitigate floods, storm surges and other

hazards to which your city may be vul-

nerable. Adapt to climate change by

building on good risk reduction practices.

9. Install early warning systems and emer-

gency management capacities in your

city and hold regular public prepared-

ness drills.

10. After any disaster, ensure that the needs

of the affected population are placed at

the centre of reconstruction, with sup-

port for them and their community orga-

nizations to design and help implement

responses, including rebuilding homes

and livelihoods.

The self-driven essentials of this checklist-

type framework, which outlined principles

for local governments, rather than providing

an assessment tool for building resilience,

could be criticized for not providing clear

standards that urban planners, city developers

or DRR managers could put into practical

application. A further concern is that a reli-

able baseline is not realized, because the tar-

gets are subjective, based on perceptions (see

also D. Lewis, 2013).

At the World Urban Forum in Naples in

September 2012, UN-ISDR and UN-HABITAT

agreed to strengthen joint efforts to promote

disaster-resilient cities. One approach is the new

City Resilience Profiling Programme (CRPP).

With an indicative budget of US$8 m, the aim

is to develop a comprehensive and integrated

urban planning and management approach for

measuring and monitoring urban resilience

globally (D. Lewis, 2013). Such approaches

are to be commended and built upon. This one

begs the question about how urban resilience

and rural resilience (and peri-urban resili-

ence?) are differentiated – and should they be

differentiated? The discipline of geography

interrogates exactly these problems; for

instance, by investigating the interconnections

– sometimes lack of connections – among

political influences, power relations, access

rights and choices for different settings (e.g.

urban, peri-urban and rural) and for different

methodologies (e.g. descriptive concepts, nor-

mative agendas and linking these two).

Whereas the descriptions in section II do not

always lend themselves to operational applica-

tion, the normative approaches taken by UN-

ISDR and UN-HABITAT have the potential

of applying the theoretical literature more, as

geographers have done (Wisner et al., 2004).

An example aiming to do so is from the Orga-

nisation for Economic Co-operation and Devel-

opment (OECD), starting with risk and then

moving to resilience. A decade ago, the organi-

zation identified emerging systemic risks, out-

lined the challenges for OECD countries and

set out recommendations for improving risk

management (OECD, 2003). With the growing

recognition that different types of risks are inter-

connected, resilience became a focal point of

recent activities. For instance, a workshop on

‘Building resilience for adaptation to climate

change in the agriculture sector’ was co-

organized in April 2012, questioning the notion

of resilience from different angles (Meybeck

et al., 2012). In 2013, the OECD carried out

an online brainstorming survey and a literature

review to clarify what resilience means in prac-

tice. Moreover, it set up recommendations to

guide countries to more resilient growth, to help

them monitor good practices and to improve the

well-being of local communities after disasters

(OECD, 2013: 219):
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1. Make sure that short-term decisions do

not constrain long-term options.

2. Identify the economic base and the social

and economic drivers specific to the

region to increase its resilience.

3. Develop an integrated strategy to rede-

velopment after a natural disaster by

strengthening the dialogue among stake-

holders to raise the profile of needed

reforms and quality of decisions.

4. Strategic choices have to be locally led.

5. Use the occasion of a crisis to introduce

reforms or standards for the country.

6. Foster public participation to help deci-

sion-making.

7. Make public deliberation a regular com-

ponent of the regional development

strategy.

8. Build trust, increase accountability of

policy-making and improve capacity of

administrations.

In addition to the activities of international

organizations, a number of federal efforts have

been taken by various countries – such as Aus-

tralia, the UK and the USA – to improve their

concept of resilience at a national level, often

starting with the operational aspects without

fully accounting for the descriptive and theore-

tical debates. In 2009, the Council of Australian

Governments (COAG) agreed to implement a

resilience-based approach to disaster manage-

ment and, subsequently, the National Emer-

gency Management Committee developed a

National Strategy for Disaster Resilience which

was adopted by the COAG on 13 February

2011. With the Strategy and its seven priority

areas to build community disaster resilience, the

Australian Government underscores that a

national, coordinated and cooperative effort is

needed (Dufty, 2012: 41):

1. Leading change and coordinating effort.

2. Understanding risks.

3. Communicating with and educating peo-

ple about risks.

4. Partnering with those who effect change.

5. Empowering individuals and communities

to exercise choice and take responsibility.

6. Reducing risks in the built environment.

7. Supporting capabilities for disaster

resilience.

In March 2010, the UK Government published

the Strategic Framework and Policy Statement

setting out the processes, timescales and expec-

tations for a Critical Infrastructure Resilience

Programme (Cabinet Office, 2010); a Summary

of the Sector Resilience Plans 2010; and Interim

Guidance to the Economic Regulated Sectors

(Cabinet Office, 2011: 9). The UK’s resilience

approach focuses on four components: resis-

tance, reliability, redundancy and response/

recovery. This vocabulary is comparatively

technocratic, relying on engineering and infra-

structure conceptualizations, but the documents

nonetheless display significant societal aspects

and are a useful contribution from the normative

and operational side, to be further linked back to

descriptive and theoretical approaches.

In the USA, eight federal agencies and one

community resilience group affiliated with a

National Laboratory asked the National

Research Council (NRC) to recommend neces-

sary approaches to increase national resilience

to disasters (The National Academies, 2012:

1). Subsequently, the NRC study committee

is currently undertaking efforts to: (1) define

‘national resilience’ and frame the main issues

related to increasing resilience in the USA; (2)

provide goals, baseline conditions, or perfor-

mance metrics for national resilience; (3)

describe the state of knowledge about resili-

ence to hazards and disasters; and (4) outline

additional information, data, gaps and/or

obstacles that need to be addressed to increase

the nation’s resilience to disasters (see also

Cutter and Zoback, 2013). It is encouraging
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to see both definitional discussions and opera-

tional approaches, but the framing of the rec-

ommendations is technocratic, being heavy

on quantitative data while not acknowledging

wide swathes of qualitative research with solid

evidence for the success of resilience endea-

vours, e.g. Cutter and Zoback’s (2013: 89)

sweeping and inaccurate statement that ‘We have

little empirical evidence regarding the value of

disaster mitigation, with only one comprehensive

study conducted to date’. This is not to deny the

need for the recommendations given, but to

move beyond description through data (e.g. ‘true

or false’), to emphasize equally normative

aspects of resilience (e.g. ‘better or worse’), to

include qualitative analyses alongside quantita-

tive analyses, and to include values and preferred

norms alongside facts and observations.

The recent resilience-building efforts under-

taken by international organizations and

national governments illustrate the tendency to

integrate various societal actors and local

knowledge into the activities. There is increas-

ing recognition that achieving disaster resili-

ence is not solely the domain of disaster

professionals but a shared responsibility across

society. Resilience continues to be mainly

externally defined by expert knowledge from

academia, international organizations and gov-

ernmental agencies. Efforts to clarify ‘what

resilience means in practice’, such as the OECD

brainstorming survey, capture mainly the ‘prac-

tice of professionals’, rarely shedding light on

the ‘practice of affected people at risk’. Local

knowledge can also contribute to the interpreta-

tion and validation of activities to move beyond

the usual data-mining toward comprehensive

partnerships between researchers, programmers

and the targeted communities.

The often-seen lack of wide-ranging involve-

ment in defining, interpreting and validating

resilience is related to another observable charac-

teristic: the quantitative attempt to measure indi-

cators for certain dimensions of resilience. While

the political-administrative request to quantify

resilience is comprehensible, i.e. to target

resources, to measure impact and to judge cost-

benefits, along with the quantification of resili-

ence comes its decontextualization, making it

more difficult to recognize relevant contributing

factors and to gain a full picture of how hazards

shape a community’s or country’s response to

them. That is especially the case with efforts to

collapse all resilience indicators into a single

index, because subtleties and contexts can be lost.

As Levine et al. (2012: 2–3) correctly remark,

quantitative approaches face the challenge of

constructing resilience from factors that are found

from the household level to the national and inter-

national level. Factors that cannot be captured

with available data through measurable indica-

tors, such as power relations, are often neglected,

and this can lead to administrative-operational

interventions that do not fully factor in other rel-

evant determinants of resilience.

Despite the many decades since resilience

became engrained in social sciences, especially

driven by geographers, it is surprising to see that

power, governance and social capital are not

playing a more prominent role in both theoreti-

cal and practical approaches aiming at increas-

ing resilience. The dominant understanding of

resilience as a ‘buffer capacity for preserving

what we have and recovering to where we were’

and the resulting emphasis on a ‘bounce-back-

ability’ discloses not only a lack of critical

social geography input (Davoudi, 2012: 301–

302), but also the underlying assumption that

more resilient people can ‘bounce back better’.

The latter requires more empirical evidence,

given the wider literature demonstrating how

often this does not happen (for example, Glantz

and Jamieson, 2000; Lewis, 1999; Wisner et al.,

2004) – literature which also queries why peo-

ple would want to bounce back (even ‘better’)

to a situation anywhere near their original situ-

ation of rampant, chronic vulnerability, poverty

and lack of sustainability.

As such, we highlight that further assessments

should identify and determine ‘to where’, ‘to
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what level’ and ‘in what direction’ of ‘bounce

back’ should be considered appropriate (see also

Kennedy et al., 2008; Manyena et al., 2011). That

is especially the case since it is clear that, as

with development programmes, the resilience-

building process itself, however defined, will

produce winners and losers, create power divi-

sions, and will not always reach those who are

most in need of support (Wisner et al., 2012).

Another related drawback of many resilience-

building programmes is certainly that resilience

was rarely acknowledged before a shock, stress

or disaster occurred. That makes the resilience

building at any scale and evaluation of resilience

investments challenging to measure and validate.

Capacity to alter socio-economic processes and

to modify societal contexts that are the root

causes of vulnerability remain largely unknown.

For instance, MacKinnon and Derickson (2012)

argue that capitalism is the most powerful set

of processes at work and consider the resilience

of places as misplaced in terms of spatial scale

since the processes which shape resilience oper-

ate primarily at the scale of capitalist social rela-

tions. As with the geographers MacKinnon and

Derickson (2012) and Welsh (2013), we also

have concerns regarding the mobilizing dis-

course of resilience that places the responsibility

squarely on communities and regions to further

adapt to the logic and implications of global

capitalism and many other influences external

from their own control.

Geographers have examined and illustrated

the importance and role of space in the causes

and differentiation of risk (e.g. Müller-Mahn,

2012; Weichselgartner, 2013). Considering the

relevance of locality for risk governance, a

‘resilience of place’ approach, including institu-

tional and state activities, faces potentially

being ‘misplaced’ in terms of spatial scale. Irre-

spective of the method or programme, scales

have to be temporally and spatially confined

in order to measure resilience – a role often

played in geography research when considering

both society and the natural environment. By

defining the urban or national scale as the arena

for increasing resilience to specific shocks and

stresses, which have their own temporal and

spatial scales, these concepts and programmes

inevitably have limitations. Many processes

driving and shaping resilience operate on larger

or smaller scales than the urban or national scale

– and they often vary between scales. Extrapo-

lating measures from one scale to another or

making assumptions based on the obtained find-

ings for other parts of the same entity could

result in an incorrect picture. Attempts to cap-

ture the state of and progress towards resilience

can therefore be limited without a solid geogra-

phy foundation, showing how geographers can

and should be involved in this work.

According to Silva Villanueva (2011: 7),

three characteristics are mainly responsible:

(1) approaches that focus on inputs and outputs

rather than processes; (2) capture of a static

rather than a dynamic picture; and (3) a narrow

focus on system effectiveness and efficiency

rather than assessing processes of change or

transformation. As long as resilience-building

efforts operate without a clear baseline against

which to make decisions regarding the resili-

ence level, it will remain difficult to systemati-

cally translate the various national legislation

and international commitments into resilience,

despite the goodwill of many decision-makers

in policy and practice. Turning that goodwill into

results, using among others Silva Villanueva’s

(2011) ways forward, is the focus of section IV.

IV Critical challenges: from a
descriptive concept to a normative
agenda

1 Relabelling: reinventing the wheel

The use of the term ‘resilience’ to reframe the

same challenges that have previously been dis-

cussed as ‘disaster risk reduction’ and ‘vulner-

ability’ – among many other terms – is

suggested as being a positive framing to
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encourage people to move forward and to seek

positive approaches (for example, Folke et al.,

2002; Kaly et al., 2002). However, empirical

evidence is almost never presented to affirm

or rebut that assertion, beyond the comfortable

assumption that it is better to be resilient. There

is a sneaking suspicion that much of what has

been recently labelled ‘resilience’ is ‘old wine

in new bottles’. As imposingly illustrated by

Chambers (2012), words are instruments of

power and, in science, fashionable words are

used to impress colleagues and win research

proposals. It is without doubt that an extensive

knowledge system exists with regard to ‘dealing

with disaster impacts’ and ‘adapting to changing

environments’, which is frequently not consid-

ered by researchers and not applied to maximum

effect by decision-makers in policy and practice.

The lesson here is simple: Learn from the history

of scientific research rather than trying to rein-

vent extensively discussed concepts with new

terms. In addition, empirical studies are needed

on how people and communities connote ‘resili-

ence’ with different definitions and responses

to allegedly positive or allegedly negative

framings.

Claiming that theoretical concepts – and a

reframing of theoretical concepts with new

terms – can support the design and implementa-

tion of resilient communities or countries might

be proven to work in certain circumstances, yet

the evidence currently available provides many

examples where ill-understood planning and

spatial development has increased social vul-

nerability (e.g. Lewis, 1999; Wisner et al.,

2004, 2012). As such, improving physical

(infrastructure) resilience without adequately

addressing social resilience illustrates short-

term thinking in dealing with a longer-term

future. One recent example is the 2010 Haiti

earthquake. Port-au-Prince still exists as a city,

but the social fabric has been shattered and the

short-term horizon of most post-disaster activi-

ties has prevented the opportunity to establish

social change (Schuller and Morales, 2012).

So far, structural shifts have not followed the

tectonic shifts. Hence, various researchers, such

as Paton (2006), believe that DRR by itself

will not necessarily build disaster resilience in

communities. They feel that social interactions,

competencies and interactions improved by

‘community development’ activities form a nec-

essary component of resilience-building (Dufty,

2012: 41). Given that this work exists with both

a theoretical and empirical basis, it should be

applied to focus on long-term structural, sociopo-

litical processes (e.g. Wisner et al., 2004, 2012)

rather than trying to produce something ‘new’

and ‘original’ which yields reinvention.

As such, the use of ‘resilience-building’ pro-

grammes to repack the same activities that have

been unsuccessful under previous framings

might be appropriate to experiment with. So far,

empirical evidence is lacking that substantive

positive change will result. If the goal is to sig-

nificantly change structural processes so that

disaster risk and disaster impacts are reduced,

irrespective of the framing or labelling, it is

important to understand the fundamental

concepts involved and the root causes for the

observations seen. By its over-use as the new

‘buzz-word’, as J. Lewis (2013: 50) remarks,

‘resilience’ may be damaging to practical

understanding of the causative processes of

vulnerability and of how disasters come to be

created. Resilience theory may even have

detracted from long-established understandings

of vulnerability as a consequence of long-term

causative processes, reducing it merely to box-

ticking assessments of post-disaster evidence

of those processes. Resilience development and

empirical studies should be based on those long-

established understandings rather than trying to

move away from them.

The same applies to the present publicity sur-

rounding climate change, which overshadows

other significant long-term human-caused envi-

ronmental processes (e.g. soil degradation,

groundwater drawdown), as well as past DRR

policies, strategies and efforts. Mercer (2010)
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asks: are we reinventing the wheel? In her

description, CCA experience generally stems

from global policy agendas, rather than practi-

cal implementation, and CCA strategies at the

community level are similar to, if not the same

as, DRR strategies. Cannon and Müller-Mahn

(2010) illustrate how the climate change

debate is influencing how development is con-

ceptualized, negotiated and implemented,

and ultimately shifting research interests and

perspectives, from vulnerability studies to resi-

lience thinking – with highly specific defini-

tions of ‘vulnerability’ and ‘resilience’.

Consequently, while this shift in conceptua-

lizing resilience is problematic for the norma-

tive contents of development, we believe that

the new concepts bear new opportunities and

can open up fresh perspectives. Since the way

we think about terms influences where we look

for solutions, and the shape and character of the

means we use to attain those solutions, a starting

point for potential change lies in disclosing the

full range of resilience thinking and embracing

the frequently ignored social-political aspects

(Weichselgartner, 2001). Building resilience,

especially with a geographic focus on space,

suggests to us the opportunity to address

under-studied elements, to gain understanding

about the historical and sociopolitical processes

that create and maintain social vulnerabilities,

and to develop designs capable of identifying

options for intervention and leverage points that

can move cities and societies towards less vul-

nerable development pathways. Not relabelling

but reframing resilience allows values to be

identified, choices to be made, and political

pathways to be identified (Shaw, 2012: 309).

2 Reconnecting: risk and sustainability

We suggest potential pathways, mainly but not

exclusively from the geography literature, by

which resilience could be included in other

international and community goals, whether

by incorporating it explicitly into indicators or

by cross-referencing it to other goals. For

instance, as Ferris (2011) and Handmer and

Monson (2004) illustrated, a range of specific

rights exist that may be mobilized to reduce

vulnerability and tackle disasters. In fact, deal-

ing with many of the constituents of social

vulnerability comes within the ambit of existing

laws governing human rights. We agree that this

is a way forward, since substantial resilience

could be built by increased compliance with

international law through measures such as

exhortation, shaming, trade pressure, diplo-

matic persuasion and citizen activity.

Mitchell and Harris (2012) consider resilience

as an integrating concept that allows multiple

shocks and stresses and their impacts on ecosys-

tems and society to be considered together in the

context of development programming. That is a

fair argument, but empirical evidence for sup-

porting the assertion is lacking. We suggest that

care is needed in introducing new ideas under

assumed auspices without determining empiri-

cally whether or not it is indeed an advantage.

In contrast to trying to be new and innovative,

policy-makers and practitioners often prefer to

fall back on more familiar and tangible concepts

with which they have practical experience. That

way, they can feel more comfortable about

knowing the implications and how to succeed.

As shown in the previous section, these familiar

and tangible concepts exist, with a strong scien-

tific basis covering theory, empirical evidence

and their links.

In particular, we suggest that risk and sustain-

ability, while recognizing their limitations, pro-

vide such familiar frameworks, facilitating a

cross-issue discussion across academic disci-

plines and societal sectors. Although these

terms have multiple definitions and have been

debated and critiqued thoroughly – especially

in terms of whether or not they are or could be

made tangible – we suggest that it is precisely

because of this past work that they are useful for

connecting with resilience. People have schools

of thought and identify with them – the

260 Progress in Human Geography 39(3)



characteristic of familiarity, which resilience

does not have. The criticisms and challenges

of the theory and practice of risk and sustain-

ability are well known so that the terms’ limita-

tions are the starting point. Approaches to

overcome limitations and disagreements would

be devised as part of any work, based on peo-

ple’s operational experience.

In contrast, resilience is still undergoing soul-

searching in the literature with viewpoints scat-

tered while aiming for consolidation into

schools of thought and some reconciliation

among disparate viewpoints (including within

geography; see note 1). That can be assisted

by reconnecting with the other terms that have

matured as a result of this lengthy process. The

debates around resilience, risk and sustainabil-

ity often reveal similar shortcomings for each

term, yet risk and sustainability offer practical

experience and familiarity which resilience has

not yet achieved to the same degree.

Moreover, resilience with its suggested

change of perspective and ongoing debates may

turn out to be a pragmatic bridge to positively

connect research to the needs of policy and

practice. Mitchell and Harris (2012: 2–3) point

to the fact that resilience approaches share

important characteristics with the risk concept.

Among others, they (1) provide a holistic frame-

work for assessing systems and their interaction,

(2) emphasize capacities to manage hazards or

disturbances, (3) help to explore options for

dealing with uncertainty, surprises and changes,

and (4) focus on being proactive.

Already 15 years ago, Gray and Wiedemann

(1999) mentioned that risk management and

sustainable development have much mutual

relevance and could each benefit from more

intensive exchange. Both risk management and

sustainable development are frameworks for

studying and managing environmental impacts

of human actions and human responses to

environmental phenomena. By definition, both

risk and sustainability are concerned with the

future and decisions that affect the future.

Nonetheless, different perceptions and defini-

tions of the two terms are applied by different

scientific communities and decision-makers to

discuss and address similar problems. A sys-

tematic exploration of the relationships and

synergies between the two concepts would per-

mit resilience to better reconnect with these

terms and would engage with the long-

standing literature on them, particularly to make

resilience more practical, tangible and con-

nected to familiarity.

A baseline already exists. Dovers and Hand-

mer (1992) provided a significant but often

neglected starting point for this work when they

discussed managing risk and uncertainty, con-

structed a typology of resilience, and defined

an approach to sustainability. There is no inti-

mation that risk and sustainability represent a

panacea. Instead, they represent a known and

accepted foundation for moving forward with

resilience by reconnecting with established con-

cepts, rather than trying to present something

new which is not particularly original. That will

assist in consolidating the nebulous understand-

ings of resilience into a tangible and normative

focus for action based on solid theory complet-

ing descriptive approaches.

3 Refocusing: root causes and social
transformation

The suggestion of a transition from a descriptive

concept to a normative agenda, balancing both,

provides opportunities to address under-studied

elements, such as entitlements, power, access,

choice and equity, all of which are extensively

discussed in risk and sustainability research,

policy and practice with geographers taking a

leading role (e.g. Gaillard, 2007; Hewitt, 1983;

Mercer, 2010; O’Keefe and O’Brien, 2013;

Wisner et al., 2004). With a ‘new’ focus on resili-

ence, some development and planning approaches

are seen to shift from static to dynamic, from

linear to non-linear, from short-term reaction

to long-term strategy – and, as such, they
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partially move back to ‘old’ foci and traditional

development concepts such as the Sustainable

Livelihoods Approach (Chambers and Con-

way, 1992) and to dealing with vulnerability

reduction as a development strategy (Lewis,

1999). Yet, even if spatial planners and develo-

pers are motivated to perform these welcome

shifts, in operational practice the resilience

label can often be used to keep control over

established actions rather than to question the

status quo and find solutions to problems.

While traditional quantitative risk-thinking,

i.e. risk as a product of hazard probability and

potential damage, over-emphasizes stability,

objectivity and prediction, the apolitical

equilibrium-thinking, be it the belief in a former

one to which a resilient entity bounces back or

a new one to which it bounces forward, over-

emphasizes the return to ‘normal’ (Weichsel-

gartner, 2003). At the expense of adaptability

and transformability, both approaches end up

labelling change as negative, mostly without

questioning why people are at risk, whom this

normality is legitimate for or desired by, and

what this normality exactly entails. Hurricane

Katrina revealed long-existing social-cultural

disparities in the city of New Orleans that

amplified the devastation and subsequently

shaped the context of recovery efforts (Dowty

and Allen, 2011; Weber and Peek, 2012). More-

over, it illustrated that hazard protection is a

socially isolated activity and disaster response

is solely an event-focused reaction – both highly

professionalized but seldom viewed as an inte-

gral part of a larger development context

(Weichselgartner and Brévière, 2011). Thus,

returning to pre-disaster normality is not always

a suitable goal and should not be articulated as

such – even if to support resilience.

Moreover, the apolitical ecological resilience

thinking tends to favour established social pro-

cesses and traditional societal structures at the

expense of social transformation. Thinking of

societal processes as merely moderating the

effects of natural hazards is not just inadequate,

but also misconceived (Hewitt, 1983). Under-

standing the historical and sociopolitical pro-

cesses that create and maintain social

vulnerabilities is the basis for effective DRR

(Alexander, 2012; Lewis, 1999; Wisner et al.,

2004, 2012). We suggest emulating that approach

by examining the root causes of, or the baseline

for, resilience.

Focusing on easy-to-measure symptoms and

available-to-process data of resilience – instead

of the forces, dynamics and power relations that

are at the root of much vulnerability – inevitably

results in undifferentiated ‘communities at risk’,

common ‘vulnerable countries’ and generalized

‘resilient pixels’. To overcome this focus, we

suggest that resilience should not be detached

from the underlying causes of (what is effec-

tively social-political) vulnerability. Otherwise,

the chronic sources of vulnerability remain

unsolved and continue generating vulnerable,

barely resilient groups (Lewis, 1999). Rather

than viewing resilience within closures of a spe-

cific ideological construction, we suggest resili-

ence to be foregrounding the question of social

transformation ‘of whom and to where and at

what temporal and spatial scales’ – which is

what geographers study.

V Conclusion: co-designing
resilience

We briefly outlined the concept of resilience,

focusing on how geographers contribute to the

discussion, and portrayed some recent interna-

tional resilience-building efforts to elucidate

less-established questions to highlight less-

discussed issues and to provide ways forward

from identifying gaps. The current transition of

resilience from a descriptive concept to a norma-

tive agenda provides both challenges to overcome

and opportunities to take up, by ensuring that both

are balanced and support each other in practical

implementation of resilience approaches.

In summary, we have two major concerns

about the current resilience theory and
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application, leading to a proposed starting point

for moving forward to overcome these con-

cerns. First, too many resilience-building activ-

ities draw upon unchallenged assumptions about

the social world, effectively imposing a

technical-reductionist framework upon more

complex webs of knowledge, values and meaning

– and thus action. Instead, a ‘critical resilience-

thinking through locality and marginality’ is

essential, particularly for geographers involved

in DRR, CCA, human development and spatial

planning, among other fields. Due to the con-

sideration of space and time, including bound-

aries and scales of processes and phenomena,

geographers have the skills and mind-set to

integrate environmental and societal contribu-

tions to resilience without neglecting the differ-

ences between environmental and societal

characteristics.

Second, the contemporary quantitative pro-

duction mode of streamlining resilience into one

community signature or country index hides far

more than it discloses. In particular, geographi-

cal differentiation, cultural heterogeneity and

social plurality may be named with regard to

local practices and knowledge-making tradi-

tions. Produced in a specific science-policy set-

ting with particular institutional arrangements,

decontextualized top-down knowledge on resi-

lience offers a severely limited guide to opera-

tional practice, and may have considerably

less purchase in problem-solving than pursuing

co-designed bottom-up knowledge.

The key starting point is integration of differ-

ent kinds of knowledge and a variety of experi-

ences in which scientists, the public and

decision-makers in policy and practice collabo-

rate to generate not only scientifically reliable

but also context-appropriate, socially robust and

actionable knowledge (Weichselgartner and

Kasperson, 2010), while always keeping in

mind that knowledge integration is necessary

but not sufficient. Knowledge integration is a

starting basis for resilience-building pro-

grammes that are co-designed by scientists,

practitioners and target communities because

those are less likely to depoliticize resilience

thinking and the causal processes inherent in

creating vulnerable people and communities.

Using that as a way to move forward with a nor-

mative agenda producing an explicit operational

definition and concrete baselines will overcome

resilience’s vagueness at the conceptual level

and its disconnect from people’s experience

on the ground.

This approach would acknowledge explicitly

that resilience cuts across societal and environ-

mental processes and that resilience can and

should be applied to support, rather than detract

from, sustainability. By better defining and

operationalizing resilience, and by doing so in

different contexts in order to compare the simi-

larities and differences, resilience will go

beyond programme timelines and will facilitate

long-term organizational learning and action.

Mitchell (2012: 11) sets out a valuable checklist

that can be used for developing targets and indi-

cators on disaster resilience:

1. Be motivating – ambitious but achievable.

2. Be amenable to aggregation globally but

also suitable for translating to national,

sub-national and community levels.

3. Include outcome-oriented components.

4. Include risk reduction components.

5. Add value rather than focusing on

aspects that are already improving (e.g.

mortality rates).

6. Be simple and straightforward to

communicate.

7. Be measurable, though not necessarily

already measured globally, with the

potential for a baseline to be created.

8. Be able to capture trends in intensive and

extensive risk.

But this checklist represents ideas more than

specific actions. This paper extends such ideas

to a practical, normative agenda by explaining

how past work can be used to build resilience,
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how to avoid a technical-reductionist frame-

work, and how to ensure that descriptive science

is transformed into an action agenda.

Science should not only be a producer of

resilience-related knowledge but also an agent

of social transformation. That can be achieved

by promoting justice – as geographers do, both

socially and spatially – to increase the equity

of knowledge and resource distribution and

access, which are fundamental components of

operational resilience. As Davoudi (2012)

reminds us:

In applying an ecologically rooted concept to the

social setting, we need to tread carefully and

ensure that in trying to understand society through

the lens of ecology, we do not lose the insights

from critical social science. In the social world,

resilience has as much to do with shaping the

challenges we face as responding to them.

(Davoudi, 2012: 306)

Acknowledgements

The authors are grateful to Damian Grundle, GEO-

MAR Helmholtz Centre for Ocean Research Kiel,

for his useful comments and suggestions on a draft

of this paper. Three anonymous reviewers and the

editor also contributed substantially to the paper’s

structure and content.

Author note and funding

This paper partly describes work in progress in the

context of the FP7 project ‘Enabling knowledge for

disaster risk reduction in integration to climate

change adaptation’ (KNOW-4-DRR) (grant agree-

ment number 603807). The whole is more than the sum

of its parts.

Note

1. We are aware of the numerous papers on the meaning
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