
 

 
 

 
 

Abstract: 
In science, the resilience concept has increasingly been embraced as a framework for disaster-
related work. As a result, policy supports ‘resilient communities’ programs. The current transition 
from a ‘descriptive’ scientific concept explaining the state of a system to a ‘normative’ agenda 
applied by local authorities faces various challenges. To contribute to the A|Z journal’s special 
issue on Cities at Risk, this paper argues that it is crucial to address and explain these 
challenges in order to effectively increase resilience. It examines some theoretical foundations 
and underlying assumptions of the resilience concept and highlights some challenges 
associated with practical application in urban locations. Most importantly, the chronic needs and 
root causes of vulnerability will remain unsolved and will continue to generate vulnerable groups 
as long as efforts to increase resilience ignore the preconditions and root causes of (what is 
effectively social and political) vulnerability. Building resilience in cities provides opportunities to 
address under-studied elements, to gain understanding about the historical and socio-political 
processes that create and maintain social vulnerabilities, and to develop designs capable of 
identifying options for intervention and leverage points that can move communities toward less 
vulnerable development pathways.  
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1. Introduction 
At present, ‘resilience’ has become the currency in academic and policy 
discourses and one important guiding principle in urban development 
planning, replacing ‘vulnerability’ and ‘sustainability’. Thus, it seems to be 
appropriate and timely to scrutinize the appropriation and use through a 
critical lens.  
 
To contribute to this special issue, this paper reviews some positions and will 
highlight less discussed issues regarding resilience in urban contexts - 
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rather than trying to encompass all the detailed debates, literature, and 
analyses - while focusing on urban examples. The overall argument is that 
the renaissance of resilience thinking and the emergence of resilience-
building activities in response to intellectual and pragmatic developments 
can lead to more context-appropriate measures and socially-robust solutions 
if they allow for differentiated views and pluralistic answers. 
 
 
2. Resilience in theory: Concepts and characteristics 
Today, resilience is a concept that is applied in various disciplines and 
different fields, including engineering, psychology, anthropology, and 
ecology. One common thread is the ability of materials, individuals, 
organizations and entire social-ecological (or other) systems, from critical 
infrastructure to rural communities, 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). Within ecology, 
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 maintain 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. Another perspective on resilience emerged in the field of natural 
hazards, where various authors (e.g., Timmerman, 1981; Gaillard, 2007; 
McAslan, 2010; O’Keefe and O’Brien, 2013) applied similar notions, 
including related to climate change, 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 could society deal with changes and disturbances, such as those 
caused by extreme environmental events. In a similar way, the usefulness of 
the concept was examined in the fields of psychology and psychiatry 
(Fonagy et al., 1994). Obviously, an important question of resilience thinking 
is: resilience to what?  
 
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 fields such as disaster risk reduction (DRR), climate change 
adaptation (CCA), humanitarian aid, or urban planning (Lewis and Kelman, 
2010; Alexander, 2013; Levine et al., 2012; Davoudi, 2012). Likewise, the 
view of governments and organizations on resilience is diverse: resilience as 
a process, a state, and a quality, ranging from a global focus on food 
security (e.g., UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian 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 Governments for 
Sustainability, an international association of local and metropolitan 
governments dedicated to sustainable development). Sometimes the 
resilience of people is focused on, sometimes the resilience of infrastructure, 
and sometimes the resilience of systems, such as lifelines, or combinations 
of people and the built environment. Thus, the critical question: resilience of 
what to what at what scales?  
 
Over time, and by different academic sectors, the term ‘resilience’ has been 
used to express different meanings. Since the early ‘bounce back’ 
perspective, resilience moved towards ‘anticipation’, encompassing 
‘capacity’ and ‘capability’ - and now coming the full way to being suggested 
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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. For example, based principally on ecological 
concepts and terms, chapters in Gunderson and Holling (2002) move 
beyond simple ‘bouncing back’ and discussing ‘transformations’ through 
their concept of ‘panarchy’.  
 
One recent development regarding transformation approaches 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 capital’, thus increasing 
complexity. Evidently, the ability to be resilient is never distributed 
homogenously within and through social groups (e.g., Maguire and Hagan, 
2007). 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 
the control of a society as a whole. 
 
Some literature, in purporting to support social sciences, simply uses and re-
interprets buzzwords such as ‘resilience, adaptability and transformability’ 
(Folke et al., 2010), while actually applying mainly natural science 
conceptualizations, mainly from ecology. Yet a framework which applies 
natural science thinking to social phenomena can be deeply problematic 
(Porter and Davoudi, 2012). Despite all the excitement for an ostensibly new 
concept, it is detrimental to downplay significant structural social-political 
processes and the major difference between ecosystems and societies: the 
human capacity for anticipation and learning. As a result, a further critical 
question appears: what aspects of the resilience concept are appropriate for 
social contexts and which ones are not adequate? 
 
Some authors even refer to resilience as the “flip side” of vulnerability, i.e., 
vulnerability and resilience are opposites (e.g., Kaly et al., 2002; Folke et al., 
2002; Adger et al., 2005), although most agree that the 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 opposite of resilience, because the latter is defined in terms 
of state shifts between domains of attraction, while vulnerability refers to (or 
at least also refers to) structural changes in the system, implying changes in 
its stability landscape. He concludes that resilience is an internal property of 
the system, and does not include exposure to perturbations. For Klein and 
Nicholls (1999) resilience is one factor comprising vulnerability. A recent 
European project on Enhancing Resilience of Communities and Territories 
facing Natural and Nat-tech Hazards (ENSURE) provides numerous 
examples of how measures for increasing vulnerability do not necessarily 
enhance resilience and vice versa (URL-1). 
 
In advancing the thesis that vulnerability and resilience are part of a dialectic 
process taking place over time without end in social organizations operating 
as complex open systems, Aguirre (2007) illustrates that the relationship 
between vulnerability and resilience is dialectical, rather than linear. Lewis, 
J. (2013:49) pointed out that “recognition that resilience depends upon ‘the 
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ability 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”. Therefore, resilience researchers, policy makers, and 
practitioners have to ask: what and who are included and excluded from 
defining the boundaries of the subject under consideration? 
 
Cities are examples. The strong rural-to-urban migration trend around the 
world has proved to be resilient even where it leads to large numbers of 
people crowding into locations without services - areas which themselves 
also prove to be resilient. Informal communities springing up around 
megacities also show themselves to continue irrespective of the dangers, 
such as on in the shadow of Mexico City’s Popocatépetl volcano, or the lack 
of municipal support for water, sewage, and electricity, such as around 
Nairobi. Therefore, it is not surprising that in policy discourses, resilience is 
often used in relation to resistance against change rather than continuity 
through change.  
 
Overall, the relationship between vulnerability and resilience is highly 
contextual. Conceptually, it seems fair to assert 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 dynamical systems and their 
external environment. The degree and the exact characteristics of the 
vulnerability, the resilience, and their interaction and interrelationship depend 
on each context and are certainly a matter of perception. The current 
challenge with resilience is the multitude of diverse definitions and 
approaches, and consequently turning any of them into an operational tool 
and normative agenda.  
 
 
3. Resilience in urban practice: Examples and essentials  
While the academic debate continues on what resilience is precisely and 
how it relates to other core terms and concepts, governments around the 
world have developed plans and programs that aim to guide cities towards 
achieving it. From the practitioner side, an early attempt to develop a tool for 
rapid urban assessment to guide immediate and mid- and long-term 
interventions came from UN-HABITAT. Based on the European 
Commission’s Consultative Guidelines for Sustainable Urban Development 
Co-Operation, the United Nations agency for human settlements 
implemented in 2002 an Urban Sector Profile Study in Somalia. This effort 
served as a blue print for UN-HABITAT’s Regional Office for Africa and the 
Arab States, which developed the approach further to assess needs and 
capacity-building gaps at the city level. The initial method focused on four 
pillars: governance, slums, environment, and gender (Falade and Aribigbola, 
2010). Today known as Rapid Urban Sector Profiling for Sustainability 
(RUSPS), the framework is a first approximation to an urban systems model 
(UN-HABITAT, 2006). The idea behind RUSPS is to help formulate urban 
poverty reduction policies at the local, national, and regional levels through a 
rapid, participatory, crosscutting, holistic, and action-oriented assessment of 
needs. As a methodological approach for this specific use, however, it has 
not been further refined as a model for assessing other aspects of urban 
management and governance. 
 
Shaw et al. (2009) provide another tool. For 15 cities in Asia, they seek 
indicators for natural, physical, social, economic, and institutional resilience 
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in the context of climate and disasters. They use the data to develop maps 
of each type of resilience for cities and then compile the five resilience 
indicators into an overall Climate Disaster Resilience Index. Policy highlights 
and outlooks are provided for each city. 
 
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, sustainable urban communities, with a growing number 
of local governments that are taking actions to reduce the risks to disasters, 
based on common 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 sustainable urbanization principles 
developed in the UN-Habitat World Urban Campaign 2009-2013. In addition 
to a Making Cities Resilient Report (UN-ISDR, 2012a), a Handbook for 
Mayors and Local Government Leaders (UN-ISDR, 2012b), developed in 
line with the five priorities of the Hyogo Framework for Action 2005-2015 
(UN-ISDR, 2005), provide the so-called ten essentials for making cities 
resilient. The self-driven essentials of this checklist-type framework, which 
outlined principles for local governments rather providing an assessment tool 
for building resilience, was criticized for not providing clear standards that 
urban planners, city developers, or DRR managers could put into practical 
application. According to Dan Lewis, chief of UN-Habitat’s Risk Reduction 
Unit, this resilience effort does not produce a reliable baseline because the 
targets are entirely perceptive and subjective (Lewis D., 2013:10).  
 
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 promising approach is the new City Resilience Profiling 
Programme (CRPP). With an indicative budget of 8 million US$, the aim is to 
develop a comprehensive and integrated urban planning and management 
approach for measuring and monitoring urban resilience globally (Lewis D., 
2013). Based on the proposals submitted to UN-HABITAT, ten partner cities 
were selected in April 2013 to test and, if necessary, refine the tools and 
guidelines developed under the CRPP.  
 
The recent urban resilience-building efforts undertaken by international 
agencies and countries illustrate the tendency to integrate various societal 
actors and local knowledge into the activities. There is an increased 
recognition that achieving disaster resilience is not solely the domain of 
disaster professionals but a shared responsibility across the entire society. 
However, it is crucial to involve local knowledge also in the interpretation and 
validation of the activities to move beyond the usual data-mining toward 
comprehensive partnerships between researchers, programmers, and the 
communities. This is related to another observable characteristic: the 
quantitative attempt to measure indicators 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 resilience comes its 
decontextualization, making it more difficult to recognize relevant 
contributing factors and to get a full picture of how hazards shape a city’s 
response to them. 
 
There are nonetheless limits to index-based approaches. As Levine et al. 
(2012:2f.) correctly remark, quantitative approaches to examining urban 
resilience face the challenge of constructing resilience from factors that are 
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found from the household level to the national and international level. 
Factors that cannot be captured with available data through measurable 
indicators, such as power relations, are often neglected, and this can lead to 
administrative-operational interventions that ignore other relevant 
determinants of resilience. 
 
Despite the many decades since resilience became engrained in social 
sciences, it is surprising to see that power, governance, and social capital 
are not playing a more prominent role in conceptual and practical efforts 
aiming at increasing 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 science input (Davoudi, 2012:301f.), but also the 
underlying assumption that more resilient people can ‘bounce back better’. 
The latter certainly requires more empirical evidence, given the wider 
literature demonstrating how often this does not happen (e.g., Lewis, 1999; 
Glantz and Jamieson, 2000; Wisner et al., 2004) - literature which also 
queries why people would want to bounce back (even ‘better’) to a situation 
anywhere near their original situation of rampant, fundamental, chronic 
vulnerability, poverty, and lack of sustainability. As such, further 
assessments are required to identify and determine ‘to where’, ‘to what level’ 
and ‘in what direction’ of ‘bounce back’ should be considered appropriate 
(see Kennedy et al., 2008; Manyena et al., 2011). What does ‘build or 
bounce back better’ entail in practice? Especially since it is clear that, as 
with development programs, the resilience-building process itself, however it 
is defined, will produce winners and losers, create power divisions, and will 
not always reach those who are most in need of support.  
 
Another related drawback, indeed of most resilience-building programs, is 
certainly that resilience was rarely acknowledged before a shock, stress, or 
disaster occurred, making both the ‘improvement’ of resilience - whether 
urban or national - and ‘payoff’ for resilience investments challenging for the 
‘programmers’ to measure and validate. Their capacity to alter 
socioeconomic processes and modify societal contexts that are the root 
cause of vulnerability remains largely unknown. In particular with regard to 
urban planning and regional development, MacKinnon and Derickson (2012) 
reasonably argue that capitalism is the most powerful set of processes at 
work. We also have concerns regarding the mobilizing discourse 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.  
 
Shaw and Sharma (2011) aim to address such gaps by collating research 
and practical aspects for building resilience in a manner that engages with 
social science knowledge. Chapters cover resilience mapping, the role of 
civil society, and knowledge exchange amongst cities for building resilience. 
The focus is climate change recognizing the importance of viewing climate 
change within the context of wider hazards and especially the vulnerability 
which leads to disasters. 
 
Irrespective of the method or program, scales have to be temporally and 
spatially confined in order to measure resilience. By defining the urban scale 
as the arena for increasing resilience to specific shocks and stresses, which 
have their own temporal and spatial scales, these concepts and programs 
inevitably have limitations. Many processes that drive and shape resilience 
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operate on larger or smaller scales than the urban environment. The scale of 
the urban environment also differs substantially. The country of Norway has 
an entire population less than half of that found in megacities such as 
Shanghai and Istanbul, so for Norway, 150,000 people forms a large urban 
center. Spatial scale is important too. Urban sprawl with low population 
densities are particularly noticeable in North American suburbs—but that can 
be tempered by vertical expansion through high-rise blocks increasing 
population density and changing affluence characteristics. Toronto, Canada 
has areas of high population density and high affluence due to condominium 
development compared to high population density and low affluence in 
communities of low-income apartment blocks. 
 
Extrapolating measures from one urban situation to another or making 
assumptions based on the obtained findings for other parts of the same 
urban conurbation (or adjacent cities) could result in an incorrect picture. 
Attempts to capture the state of and progress towards urban resilience can 
therefore be limited at the practical as well as the conceptual level. 
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 level of resilience, the ability to make strong arguments and to achieve 
significant results is restricted. 
 
 
4. Critical challenges: From a descriptive concept to a normative 
agenda  
 
4.1 Re-labeling: Reinventing the wheel 
The use of the term ‘resilience’ to re-frame the same challenges that have 
previously been discussed as ‘disaster risk reduction’ and ‘vulnerability’ - 
amongst many other phrases - is suggested as being a positive framing to 
encourage people to move forward and to seek positive approaches (e.g., 
Kaly et al., 2002; Folke 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 labeled ‘resilience’ has the sticker 
‘Zeitgeist’. Words are instruments of power, as imposingly illustrated by 
Chambers (2012), 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 considered by 
researchers and not applied to maximum effect by decision makers in policy 
and practice. 
 
In fact, claiming that theoretical concepts - and a re-framing of theoretical 
concepts with new terms - can support the design and implementation of 
resilient cities or countries does not give full account to the many examples 
where ill-understood urban planning and spatial development has increased 
social vulnerability (Lewis, 1999; Wisner et al., 2004). Hamza and Zetter 
(1998) argue just that across a range of case studies from less affluent 
countries. They maintain that cities and city dwellers are not inherently 
vulnerable by nature but are made to be vulnerable by the social and 
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political structures leading to rapid increases in city populations and 
densities. 
 
As such, improving physical (infrastructure) resilience without adequately 
addressing social resilience illustrates short-term thinking in dealing with a 
longer-term future. One recent urban example is the 2010 Haiti earthquake. 
Port-au-Prince still exists as a (resilient?) city, but the social fabric has been 
shattered and the short-term horizon of most post-disaster activities 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 critical part of the resilience-building 
triumvirate (Dufty, 2012:41). 
 
Some authors try to overcome these challenges, by engaging with the 
buzzwords and concatenating them. Roberts et al. (2013), for instance, use 
the title Resilient Sustainable Cities to engage planners and to meld 
academic and practitioner knowledge for long-term planning of cities as 
systems. The open question is whether or not the scale and population 
density of cities can ever be resilient and sustainability in the long-term. As 
alluded to earlier, that question applies to the low-population-density parts of 
cities as well as the high-population-density parts, irrespective of affluence 
level. And if slums, favelas, and ghettos are sustained and made to be 
resilient, how much does that help the people living there? 
 
As such, the use of ‘resilience-building’ programs for cities 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 significantly change 
structural processes so that disaster risk and disaster impacts are reduced, 
irrespective of the framing or labeling, 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 Lewis, J. (2013:50) critically 
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 crucial 
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. The same applies to the present publicity 
surrounding climate change and cities, which overshadows other significant 
long-term human-caused environmental processes (e.g., soil degradation, 
groundwater drawdown), as well as past DRR policies, strategies, and 
efforts. 
 
There is no doubt that coastal cities need to be concerned about sea-level 
rise, ocean acidification, and other manifestations of climate change. Few 
studies detail how climate change will affect these cities compared to how 
cities affect their own climate. The urban heat island is the most well-known 
phenomenon. The effects of city topography on floods and winds are also 
significant. Parameters for other hazards such as tornado track (and, from a 
non-climate-related hazard, earthquake peak acceleration) might also 
undergo major influences depending on how cities and specific buildings are 
designed and built. As such, city design has the potential to counteract some 
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climate change effects, potentially making the city resilient in the face of 
climate change. But such discussion is purely technical. This direction of 
resilience discourse sometimes neglects that people live in cities and are 
affected by the design and operation of the urban environment. 
 
Consequently, while this shift in conceptualizing resilience is certainly 
problematic for the normative contents of development, as long as people 
are included and the resilience of individuals and collectives is considered, 
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 (well beyond ecology and engineering) 
and embracing the frequently ignored social-political aspects of it 
(Weichselgartner, 2001). Building resilience, especially in an urban context, 
provides opportunities to address under-studied elements, to gain 
understanding about the historical and socio-political 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 toward less vulnerable development pathways. Not re-labeling 
but reframing resilience allows values to be identified, choices to be made, 
and political pathways to be identified (Shaw, 2012:309). 
 
4.2 Re-connecting: Risk and sustainability 
We suggest potential pathways by which resilience could be included in 
other international and city goals, whether by incorporating it explicitly into 
indicators or by cross-referencing it to other goals and concepts, such as a 
rights-based approach. Mitchell and Harris (2012) consider resilience as an 
integrating concept that allows multiple shocks and stresses and their 
impacts on ecosystems and vulnerable people to be considered together in 
the context of development programming. Achieving more positive 
outcomes, however, will require policy makers and practitioners to fall back 
on more familiar and tangible concepts with which they have practical 
experience. 
 
We also suggest that risk and sustainability, while recognizing their 
limitations, provide such familiar frameworks, facilitating a critical cross-issue 
discussion across academic disciplines and societal sectors (see also 
McGranahan et al., 2001). Although these terms have multiple definitions 
and have been debated and critiqued thoroughly, we suggest that it is 
precisely because of this past work that makes them useful for connecting 
with resilience. People have schools of thought and identify with them. The 
criticisms and challenges of the theory and practice are well-known so that 
the terms’ limitations are the starting point. Approaches to overcome 
limitations and disagreements would be devised as part of any work. In 
contrast, resilience is still undergoing soul-searching in the literature with 
viewpoints scattered while aiming for consolidation into schools of thought 
and reconciliation amongst disparate viewpoints. That can be assisted by re-
connecting with the other terms which have matured as a result of this 
lengthy process. 
 
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 (2012:2f.) point to the 
fact that resilience approaches share key characteristics with the risk 



 

Challenges and opportunities for building urban resilience   29 

concept. Among others, they both (1) provide a holistic framework 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 fourteen 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 while Tobin 
(1999) connected that approach to resilience. 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 (see also 
Lewis, 1999; Wisner et al., 2004). 
 
However, different perceptions and definitions of the two terms are being 
applied by different scientific communities and decision makers to discuss 
and address similar problems. A systematic exploration of the relationships 
and synergies between the two concepts would permit resilience to better re-
connect with these terms and to engage with the long-standing literature on 
them, particularly to make resilience more practical, tangible, and connected 
to familiarity. 
 
4.3 Re-focusing: Root causes and social transformation 
The suggestion of a transition from a descriptive concept to a normative 
agenda provides opportunities to address under-studied elements, such as 
entitlements, power, and equity, all of which are extensively discussed in risk 
and sustainability research, policy, and practice. With a ‘new’ focus on 
resilience, 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 partially move back to ‘old’ foci and 
traditional development concepts such as the Sustainable Livelihoods 
Approach (Chambers and Conway, 1991) and to dealing with vulnerability 
reduction as a development strategy (Lewis, 1999). But even if urban 
developers and spatial planners are motivated to perform these welcome 
shifts, in operational practice the resilience label can often be used to keep 
control over established actions and less 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, overemphasizes 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, overemphasizes the return to ‘normal’ (Weichselgartner, 2003). At 
the expense of adaptability and transformability, both approaches end up 
labeling change as negative, mostly without questioning why people are at 
this risk, who 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). Moreover, 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 
integral part of a larger development context (Weichselgartner and Brévière, 
2011). 
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Thus, returning to pre-disaster normality is certainly not always a suitable 
goal. It some cases, it might not be feasible. All recovery processes point to 
Christchurch, New Zealand having its character fundamentally changed as a 
result of the 22 February 2011 earthquake that killed 185 people. That does 
not mean a better city or a worse city, but just a different city built and 
operating in a different way - at individual, institutional, and urban levels 
(Cupples, 2012). Returning to pre-disaster normality is neither desired nor 
undesired, but it is not feasible. 
 
Such realities are not always feasible within the apolitical ecological 
resilience thinking that tends to favor established social processes and 
traditional societal structures at the expense of critical thoughts of social 
transformation. Thinking of societal processes as merely moderating the 
effects of natural hazards is not just inadequate, but also misconceived 
(Hewitt, 1983). Understanding the historical and socio-political processes 
that create and maintain social vulnerabilities is absolutely central to 
effective DRR (Lewis, 1999; Wisner et al., 2004). What are 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’. As long as efforts to increase 
resilience ignore the preconditions of maladaptation and are detached from 
the underlying causes of (what is effectively social and political) vulnerability, 
the chronic sources of vulnerability remain unsolved and continue generating 
vulnerable, barely resilient groups (Lewis, 1999). Rather than viewing 
resilience within closures of a specific ideological construction, we suggest 
resilience to be foregrounding the question of social transformation “of whom 
and to where and at what spatial and temporal scales”. 
 
 
5. Conclusion 
We briefly outlined the concept of resilience and portrayed some recent 
international 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 normative 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 application. First, too many resilience-building activities in and for cities 
draw upon unchallenged assumptions about the social world, effectively 
imposing a technical-reductionist framework upon more complex webs of 
action, values, and meaning. Instead, a ‘critical resilience-thinking through 
locality and marginality’ is essential. Second, the contemporary quantitative 
production mode of streamlining resilience into one city index hides far more 
than it discloses. In particular, geographical differentiation, cultural 
heterogeneity, and social plurality may be named with regard to local 
practices and knowledge-making traditions. Produced in a specific science-
policy setting with particular institutional arrangements, decontextualized 
top-down knowledge on resilience offers a severely limited guide to urban 
policy and practice, and may have considerably less purchase in problem-
solving than pursuing co-designed bottom-up knowledge and tools.  
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As the papers in this special issue make clear, this does not suggest 
eliminating entirely the word ‘resilience’ from the agendas of urban design 
and planning. The key starting point is combining expertise and experience 
from various sources. This includes integrating different kinds of knowledge 
and a variety of approaches in which scientists, the public, and authorities 
collaborate to generate not only scientifically reliable but also context-
appropriate, socially robust, and actionable knowledge. Integrating diverse 
knowledge, 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. 
 
Emerging issues for future study highlight some of the challenges associated 
with practical application of different resilience approaches. These emerging 
issues need to acknowledge explicitly that resilience cuts across 
development and environmental processes and that resilience should be 
applied in such a way that it supports, rather than detracts from, 
sustainability. In fact, both researchers and decision-makers in policy and 
practice need to address the role of different socioeconomic settings in 
which behaviors are undertaken and the ways in which these relate to 
underlying social practices.  
 
As such, far more understanding is needed about what kinds of measures 
are effective for increasing resilience in different ways and how they can 
best be designed, implemented, and maintained. Further research is needed 
to examine how building urban resilience can be better defined and 
operationalized, so that it goes beyond program timelines and facilitates 
long-term organizational learning and action. An important component of this 
is the examination of theoretical and practical perspectives which are 
necessary for understanding the practical knowledge surrounding resilience 
in such a way that it enables knowledge realization and ensures that action 
follows from knowledge. It would also help to further investigate the abilities 
that make the implementation of findings possible, so that building resilience 
involves the people most capable of leading, monitoring, and evaluating the 
processes. Part of that means understanding what is and is not specific to 
urban environments at different scales, which will also contribute to 
understanding the opportunities and challenges of DRR and building 
resilience within different types of urban spaces. 
 
Throughout, such research should be conducted independently by scientists 
to ensure socially robust recommendations. Nonetheless, science should not 
only be a producer of resilience-related knowledge but also an agent of 
social change, to reach the ‘urban resilience’ articulated in this special issue. 
That can be achieved by including policy makers and practitioners in the 
research design from the beginning and by ensuring that the social context 
of the scientists’ work is paramount in the research conducted. As Davoudi 
(2012:306) 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.” 
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