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In recent years resilience has become an ever more prominent topic in a number of disciplines. 
In addition to the established paradigms in psychology and ecology, differing concepts were 
developed in areas such as geography, city planning, or in the social sciences. Being character-
ised as a »boundary object« (Brand, Jax 2007), the concept of resilience has seen yet additional 
development in interdisciplinary contexts, whereby the connections often take on a solely met-
aphorical character (Norris, Stevens 2007; Bürkner 2010). The topic likewise was discussed in 
the context of disasters (Manyena 2006)1 and also found its way into political discussions within 
the context of global disaster risk reduction (see UN »Hyogo Framework for Action 2005-
2015«as well as the recent »Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030«). 

The proceeding article studies the origins of the resilience concept as well as its use and de-
velopment within social scientific disaster research, the topic of resilience found its way into 
disaster research through various other disciplines. As such, one can essentially identify three 
interconnected threads which sum up resilience’s current thematisation in disaster research: 
this includes the especially prevalent ecological (and coupled social-ecological) approaches, 
developmental and social psychological approaches, as well as the use of the resilience concept 
in risk and hazard management (Wildavsky 1988).  

Resilience in Ecology 
Notwithstanding of the term‘s etymological origin in the latin word resilire which stretches as far 
back as Roman antiquity (Alexander 2013), or without speaking of the concept’s development in 
field of psychology in the 1950s (found prominently in Werner 1971) which would later find a 
renewed popularity in the 1980s (Flach 1988), the contemporary topic of resilience draws first 
and foremost upon the ecological research of Crawford Stanley Holling. By viewing the interac-
—————— 
 1 A first mention with a reference to disasters can be found in the context of the Shimoda Earthquake 1854. 
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tions of populations, Holling (1973) investigated why some systems collapse in the face of 
changing environmental conditions, whereas others persist in spite of constellations having 
changed dramatically. In contrast to previous classical formulations based upon a notion of 
stability, Holling developed the concept within the framework of population ecology.2 His re-
search culminated with the idea that non-linear influencing factors of ecosystems dynamically 
interact and produce a multi-stable system which does not have merely one equilibrium state, 
but rather has a multitude of equilibrium states or a so-called steady state equilibrium. For Hol-
ling (1973: 17) »[r]esilience determines the persistence of relationships within a system and is a 
measure of the ability of these systems to absorb changes of state variables, driving variables, 
and parameters and still persist«. In this perspective, a resilient system can be conceived as 
being of limited stability and subjected to permanent change (Handmer, Dovers 1996): there-
fore, resilience is not to be understood as a system characteristic which acts as a baseline for 
the fluctuations beyond the equilibrium, rather, it serves to preserve the system in the case of 
disturbances.3  

Resilience in Social-Ecological Systems 
The original empirical and allegedly quantitative/descriptive concept transformed into a qualita-
tive/normative concept without sufficient reflexive consideration accompanying it in the pro-
cess. Even Holling’s paper from 1973 begins with the search for perspectives »for theory and 
practice« (1973: 2) and ends – albeit in a reserved fashion – with the first considerations regard-
ing the »application« of the resilience notion in active resource management and therewith the 
related idea to utilise the concept in approaches aiming to control and manage. In this afore-
mentioned move, the concept is inherently stretched beyond its original application in ecosys-
tems. This expansion of the resilience concept into social-ecological systems, which Holling also 
contributed significantly to, is only possible thanks to the axiom which heuristically describes eco-
systems in the same manner as social-ecological systems: namely, as adaptive cycles, or according-
ly, in the paradigm of complex adaptive systems (Westley et al. 2002; Walker, Cooper 2011). As al-
ready implied in the foundational theory of general systems which serves as basis for resilience’s 
description (Lindseth 2011), this took a particularly argumentative detour through social-ecological 
systems until it could then be finally explicitly postulated for social systems. 

Current ecologically oriented research directs its attention to the systemic interaction of so-
cial and ecological systems with non-linear feedback loops because this research firstly assumes 
a coevolution and interaction of the systems (Norgaard 1994; Zimmerer 1994; Gunderson et al. 
1997; Levin et al. 1998; Berkes, Folke 2002; Berkes 2007). This, when combined with the com-
plexity of existing and future environmental problems has, according to the authors, led to the 
—————— 
 2 Regarding the cultural background of the concept, see Kirchhoff et al. 2010  
 3 Because the resilience concept takes the survival or the persistence of a system or reference unit into conside-

ration, it is – at least in the original conception – independent of whether the system is desirable or worthwhile 
for any other reason (Levin et. al 1998; Voss 2010; Gallopin 2006; Walker et al. 2004; Christmann et al. 2011; 
Brand, Jax 2007). In the context of disasters such a positive notion of resilience is hardly ever contested. 
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situation in which these problems can no longer by resolved within disciplinary confines (Berkes 
et al. 2003; Holling et al. 1998; Young et al. 2006). The interaction of social and ecological sys-
tems is dealt with upon the basis of such terms as socio-ecological systems (Gallopín 2006) or 
social-ecological systems (SES) (Berkes et al. 2003) in which the focus should be directed at the 
entire system which itself arises through interactions (Berkes 2007). In general, the research 
initiatives into SES focus most of all on ecological systems and their management. Furthermore, 
they seemingly manage to get by although they lack a specific social systems theory or a societal 
theoretical approach (Bürkner 2010). Resource utilisation and the maintenance of the relation-
ships between social and ecological systems stand at the centre of this research into SES. Sub-
sequently, disasters play at best a subordinate role, alongside other less considered factors 
such as socio-economic structures, inequality, power distribution, and poverty.  

The Detour through Vulnerability Research 
Regardless whether one sees resilience as an entirely new paradigm of disaster research as 
McEntire et al. (2002) view it, or even if one assumes that it occupies a complementary relation-
ship to the concept of vulnerability (Mayana 2006; Voss 2010), one cannot completely compre-
hend resilience without connecting it to the hitherto existing research into vulnerability.4 
Vulnerability research, which is often seen as an attempt to take the naturalness out of so-called 
natural disasters (O´Keefe et al. 1976), stretches back into the 1970s and has its roots in the 
research into poverty and hunger, as well as in human ecology (Sen 1982; Chambers, Conway 
1991; Hewitt 1983; Adger 2006). »[V]ulnerability expresses the multi-dimensionality of disasters 
by focusing attention on the totality of relationships in a given social situation which constitute a 
condition that […] produces a disaster« (Oliver-Smith 2004: 11). In this sense, vulnerability re-
search investigates the social production of inequality as a condition of the uneven distribution 
of damages inflicted by disasters. In this perspective disasters are not caused by nature, but 
rather social processes that can be influenced and mitigated. 

The Risk-Hazard-Approach (Burton et al. 1978; 1993) was one of the first approaches that de-
scribed vulnerability but nonetheless remained trapped in the previous naturalising paradigm; 
so much so that it is extremely difficult to draw a dividing line between the two from our pre-
sent point of view. In this approach vulnerability is primarily described as the exposition of a 
reference unit vis-à-vis predominantly rarely occurring, stationary, and identified hazards. These 
hazards then form the primary focus of the investigation. As such, political economy, socio-
economic conditions, as well as human behaviour are comparatively granted marginal attention 
at best and, in the event that social resilience comes to be mentioned, it is done without refer-
ence and without conceptual foundation. Instead forms of coping are denoted in the sense of 
adaptation or adjustment and, as before, social structures, power relations, etc. are granted 
altogether little attention. 

—————— 
 4 The connection is perhaps made for the first time by Timmerman (1981). 
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In comparison, the Pressure and Release model from Blaikie et al. (1994 and Wisner et al. 2003) 
regards disasters as the result of the interaction between a broadly-termed and non-specific 
stressor and the vulnerability of social groups. The model identifies so-called roots causes as the 
societal base conditions for vulnerability, whose economic, demographics, and political pro-
cesses which are spatially and temporally detached from the manifested risk: these root causes 
are then accordingly given great significance in the model. Root causes are translated into con-
crete unsafe conditions through dynamic pressures which, together with a hazard, can result in a 
disaster. The authors curiously define vulnerability as the devaluation of coping: i.e. that vulner-
ability means »the characteristics of a person or group and their situation that influence their 
capacity to anticipate, cope with, resist and recover from the impact of a natural hazard« (Wis-
ner et al. 2003: 11).5 In a similar manner, Wisner (2004: 189) sees vulnerability as »the blockage, 
erosion or devaluation of local knowledge and coping practices«. The nine years between the 
first and second printing act as evidence of a traceable a change in resilience’s attributed signifi-
cance during that time. So although the word »resilience« was already used in the first edition in 
1994, it nonetheless developed further until 2003 where it seemingly approached the conceptu-
ally similar idea of »livelihood and community resilience« which was just being established at 
that time. This newer conceptualisation emphasised the ability to withstand shocks and to put 
adaptation into execution. 

The understanding of resilience in social scientific disaster research was likewise pivotally in-
fluenced by the investigations of Turner et al. (2003) into Coupled Human-Environmental Systems, 
which, in a certain sense, combines ecological resilience with vulnerability against the back-
ground of global environmental change. The Framework for Vulnerability Analysis in Sustainability 
Science should, as the name hints at, serve for the analysis of vulnerability. To be specific, the 
authors of this framework refer to the Risk-Hazard-Approach and the Pressure and Release model. 
Building upon both of these approaches, Turner at al. (2003: 8074) define: »Vulnerability is the 
degree to which a system, subsystem, or system component is likely to experience harm due to 
exposure to a hazard, either a perturbation or stress/stressor«. The authors here do not remain 
entrenched in the idea of the violability of the system (its ability to be damaged), rather they 
complement the framework of resilience by declaring it to be the ability of a system to deal with 
disturbances as they occur. In doing this the authors explicitly hark back to the research into 
coupled social-ecological systems:  
 »resilience enters vulnerability analysis from ecology, where it has evolved in meaning through extended 
debate and application. The concept has been used to characterize a system’s ability to bounce back to a 
reference state after a disturbance and the capacity of a system to maintain certain structures and func-
tions despite disturbance […]. Resilience and related concepts influence a variety of interdisciplinary re-
search focused on coupled human–environment systems [...], especially through the key component of 
‘adaptive capacity’, the flexibility of ecosystems, and the ability of social systems to learn in response to 
disturbances«. (Turner et al. 2003: 875) 
Although the framework does indeed conceptualise resilience as its own independent value, it 
nonetheless forms but one part of the system’s vulnerability (Birkmann 2008). 
—————— 
 5 The so-called release part of the model could be interpreted as resilience in terms of macro-social transforma-

tions. 
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Social Resilience 
Similarly influenced by research into SES and vulnerability, Neil W. Adger (2000) investigated 
genuine social resilience and its connection to ecological resilience. By using Adger’s work one 
can illustrate the attempt to formulate social resilience as a distinct property. This idea of social 
resilience also finds footing in Adger’s work as he sees a prevailing synergistic and co-
evolutionary relationship between social and ecological systems. According to Adger, the trans-
fer of the ecological resilience concept onto social systems ostensibly assumes that there are no 
essential differences in the behaviour and structures of institutions and ecological systems. 
While this may be a contested idea in the social sciences, parallels are insinuated in various 
other disciplines (human geography, social ecology, and ecological economics) that there are in 
fact other existing interdependencies. From this Adger then further explicates as to how these 
interdependencies are changed by social interventions in ecosystems, which in turn have an 
influence on the social system based upon the extent to which social resilience is dependent 
upon ecological resilience. Social resilience represents a »loose antonym of vulnerability« for 
Adger (2000: 348), in which institutions, households, and communities are named as reference 
units.6 He concludes with a definition of social resilience as »the ability of communities to with-
stand extern shocks to their social infrastructure« (Adger 2000: 361). One way social resilience is 
able to be assessed for example is by ascertaining the extent to which these shocks are internal-
ised though migration or by changes in livelihood, or by looking at how they retroactively affect 
the ecosystem in a mediated fashion.  

Social Resilience in Disaster Research 
In social resilience, three constituent components have been given a specific and pronounced 
attention: adaptive capacity, coping capacity, and (more recently) participative capacity (Voss 
2008). The research into social resilience, including the research into coupled social-ecological 
systems, focuses first and foremost on adaptive capacity. As a result, participative capacity and 
coping capacity have long been neglected in this area.  

Adaption 
The relationship between adaptive capacity and resilience is so contested in the academic de-
bate due to the multitude of prevailing differing concepts: some authors identify resilience with 
—————— 
 6 What is remarkable here Adger’s work is how he turns away from the systems concept and focuses instead on 

communities as local manifestations of resilience: an idea which would later be found in the conception of 
community resilience among many authors even though they frequently did not make an explicit reference to 
his work (Norris et al. 2008; Murphy 2007; Boon et al. 2012, Cutter et al. 2008; Brown, Kulig 1996; Norris, Ste-
vens 2007; Zautra 2008; Berkes, Ross 2013; Aldrich 2012). Nevertheless, limiting the focus purely to communi-
ties is not an uncontroversial move. In doing so, one could lose sight of other social systems which have other 
sources of social resilience (Berkes, Folke 1998; Westley et al. 2002; Bankoff 2003). 
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adaptive capacity (Smit, Wandel 2006), and others define the robustness of a system vis-a-vis 
change as adaptive capacity (Gunderson 2000). On the other hand, others view adaptive capaci-
ty as an element of resilience which can both reflect learning processes brought about by 
change and be made use of in the future (Carpenter et al. 2001). Given the context at hand, one 
should understand adaptive capacity in the way Walker et al. (2004) described it: as the ability to 
establish new structural relationships which should then be able to ensure the persistence of 
the system in case of radical environmental changes, or in the case of emerging of incompatible 
structures in the system itself (Gallopín 2006). These adaption efforts encompass the short-term 
reactive interventions implemented in dealing with disasters, as well as the those long-term 
structural changes which aim to prevent future disasters or, at the very least, those long-term 
structural changes focus on coping with disaster (Brown, Kulig 1996). Folke (2006) refers to both 
of these versions of adaptive capacity with the terms adaptability and transformability: the for-
mer in the case of short-term reactive measures, and the later as the establishment of entirely 
new system structures.7 Within adaptability one can differentiate between mitigation – active 
disaster coping – and recovery8 – those reconstruction measures after the disaster. Adaptations 
can be implemented in a goal-oriented and reflexive manner by taking advantage of the availa-
ble body of knowledge and collected experience (Gunderson 2003; Westley et al. 2002; Gunder-
son et al. 2002; Young et al. 2006). Nonetheless it has been shown that structural adaptations 
are not always carried out in this manner and instead often prove to be exercises of trial-and-
error (Bohle 2008, Voss 2009).  

Psychosocial Coping 
Coping is understood as the cultural and social »dealing« that makes collective stress bearable 
(Voss 2009). Coping capacity therefore provides the system’s handling of failed expectations 
with a continuity of expectations which emerged through the system (Voss 2008, Norris et al. 
2008). As a result, coping especially comes to bear in the midst of, or after a disaster. By ascrib-
ing meaning to catastrophic by means of socially, culturally, or religiously anchored interpretive 
patterns, it then becomes possible to produce a connection to the interpretive pattern found 
everyday life.9 The existence of entirely different cultural meanings is illustrated by Elísio Maca-
mo (2003), through the example of the flooding in Mozambique in 2000, and Martin Voss (2008), 
who both demonstrate that culture interpretative patterns can frame disasters, deaths and 
losses in ways in resoundingly different ways. Beyond meaning creation via cosmologies, every 
culture harbours within itself forms of dealing with the loss and the collapse of collective order 
—————— 
 7 Walker et al. (2006) warn however that high degrees of adaptability could also mean the loss of resilience if 

the focus is directed wholly on singular spaces, hazards, or solutions.  
 8 One can draw a connection to terrorism (see Coaffee et al. 2009) in a similar fashion one by taking advantage 

of city-oriented approaches as found by Bürkner (2010). Recently there has been an identifiably surge of exa-
minations into reconstruction efforts after disasters (recovery) in connection with resilience: such approaches 
(for example Aldrich 2012; Vale, Campanella 2005) often appear to use the city as their referential object. 

 9 According to Wolf R. Dombrowsky (1987) the significance of a disaster can be measured by how much »la-
bour« must necessarily be expended in the construction of meaning whilst overcoming it. 
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creation which can be entirely different from those of other cultures (Bankoff 2007b). (Social-
)psychological research amongst others has come to learn of numerous social meaning creation 
practice (Eyre 2006; Erikson 1976). 

Power Relations and Participation 
The concept of participative capacity (Voss 2008) enters the picture for the first in the discussion 
of social resilience. Self-organisation likewise plays a decisive role in the discussion concerning 
ecological adaptation in how to deal with environmental change (Carpenter et al. 2001; Folke et 
al. 2003; Holling 2001; Berkes 2007). The origins of the SES discussion as found in resource 
management and the related ecological economy essentially grants free range for institutional 
arrangement and organisation. Notably, this inherently ascribes great significance to the politi-
cal sphere as well as the system of law. Other authors (Dow et al. 2006) argue for a political sys-
tem based upon the constitution of a Rawlsian theory of justice. Nonetheless, the implications 
on the social sphere have only been insufficiently reflected on. Even in democratic systems 
which lawfully ensure the rights of freedom and participation, there is nonetheless an uneven 
distribution of interpretive power and hazards between groups due to social factors, as well as 
occasional serious constrictions on the ability of groups to self-organise. The uneven distribu-
tion of resources (Adger 2000), the differing strength and breadth of available networks (Blaikie 
et al. 1994; Aldrich 2012), expert cultures (Clausen 1992; 2003), mechanisms of exclusion and 
inclusion (Cutter et al. 2003), mobility (Adger 2000), gender identity and status (Fordham 2008; 
Krishnaraj 1997), language, as well as property laws (Berkes, Folke 1998) and education 
(Brauner, Dombrowsky 1996) interfere and culminate in the unequal distribution of power and 
the participative ability to affect change to the conditions of life. All of these aforementioned 
intervening factors could be combined under the domain of Pierre Bourdieu’s expanded con-
cept of »capital« (Bourdieu, Wacquant 1992). The concepts of social capital (Scheffer et al. 2002; 
Bankoff 2007; Murphy 2007; Aldrich 2012) and cultural capital (Berkes, Folke 1992) are already 
being used in the discussion surrounding social resilience and questions of adaptation. Never-
theless, the power dimension, which is inherent in Bourdieu’s idea of symbolic capital and is 
likewise found in participative capacity itself, has been largely neglected in the discussion of 
social resilience till now. The idea of participative capacity attempts to direct attention to the 
interpretive power and influential prospects of the reference units regarding those local, re-
gional, and global processes which affect them (Voss 2008). The contraction of participative 
capacity limits the various potentials to affect the conditions of life as well as the possibilities to 
deal and work with social change and adversity. In this sense, one could say, participative capac-
ity reflects the vulnerability perspective as found within the resilience approach. As opposed to 
the Pressure and Release model in which the root causes manifest themselves as foundational 
causes for vulnerability on the local level, this model stresses the local self-organisational efforts 
which attempt to alter circumstances and become an integral component of social resilience. 
Hence authors such as Bohle (2008) or Voss (2008, 2010) view the concepts of vulnerability and 
resilience as being inescapably embedded in deliberative-participative, or transdisciplinary 
evaluation processes, that might counter social inequalities and power distributions. 
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Conclusion 
To understand the theming of resilience in the social scientific research into disasters one must 
first view it as a culmination of a theoretical tradition. The term resilience appears in various 
publications concerning the topic of vulnerability – but it has yet to be brought up in a concep-
tual sense. As it is conveyed in the research into coupled systems, resilience has begun to be 
taken up as a conceptual element within vulnerability research. It is even increasingly brought 
up and contextualised as its own research approach, an approach which has some authors 
(McEntire et al. 2002) have labelled as a paradigm shift within disaster research. An approach 
based on social resilience has emerged in disaster research which does not make a direct refer-
ence to ecological systems. In place of a direct focus on the damages of disaster, attention is 
instead directed toward the non-disastrous everyday change and those factors which prevent 
disasters, those which deal with disasters, or those which make disasters bearable. Social resili-
ence can be described in this sense with three capacities: adaptive capacity, coping capacity, 
and participative capacity. While adaptive capacity encompasses the adaption processes for 
preventing future disasters, for dealing with them, and for rebuilding in their wake, coping ca-
pacity encompasses the cultural and social interpretative patterns as well as psycho-social 
sphere. The final element participative capacity can be understood as an inversion of the vul-
nerability notion which attempts to comprehend local potential to participatively affect, shape, 
and create the conditions of life. In light of the significant nature of these potentials, the ques-
tion is therefore posed whether a reference unit is subjected to change, or whether it can shape 
this change itself. Given the neoliberal take over and appropriation of the resilience concept 
(Walker, Cooper 2011; Joseph 2013), this inheritance from the vulnerability perspective seems to 
be necessary and imperative. In not considering these perspectives, the social conditions of 
vulnerability and the causal origins of disaster would receded into the background renaturaliz-
ing disasters as all efforts of unmasking disasters as genuine social processes never happened 
(Cannon, Müller-Mahn 2010). 
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