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Resilience: New Utopia or New Tyranny? Reflection about the Potentials
and Limits of the Concept of Resilience in Relation to Vulnerability
Reduction Programmes
Christophe Béné, Rachel Godfrey Wood, Andrew Newsham, and Mark Davies
Summary
Resilience is becoming influential in development and vulnerability reduction sectors such as
social protection, disaster risk reduction and climate change adaptation. Policy makers,
donors and international development agencies are now increasingly referring to the term. In
that context, the objective of this paper was to assess in a critical manner the advantages
and limits of resilience. While the review highlights some positive elements –in particular the
ability of the term to foster integrated approach across sectors– it also shows that resilience
has important limitations. In particular it is not a pro-poor concept, and the objective of
poverty reduction cannot simply be substituted by resilience building.
Keywords: social protection; disaster risk reduction, climate change adaptation, poverty,
vulnerability
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Introduction
Since the 1960s, the concept of resilience has been gaining critical mass in academia. It has
now become a central paradigm in disciplines such as ecology, possibly replacing
sustainability as the ultimate objective of development. In particular in domains where issues
of shocks, vulnerability and risks are critical (such as disaster risk reduction (DRR), climate
change adaptation (CCA), or even social protection (SP)), the growing influence of the
concept of resilience is particularly prominent. Not only do academics increasingly make
reference to it, but practitioners and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) are now
increasingly exploring the modalities of its implementation in the field. At the international
level, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) recently reinforced this
emerging prominence, pointing out: ‘Disaster risk management and adaptation to climate
change focus on reducing exposure and vulnerability and increasing resilience to the
potential adverse impacts of climate extremes’ (IPCC 2012: 2, our emphasis). In this context,
the appropriation of the concept by bilateral and multilateral donor organisations in relation to
humanitarian interventions, climate change adaptation or social protection should be seen as
the ultimate evidence of this influence within key-players arenas.
A particularly good illustration of this trend is the growing reference to the concept in UK
government documents and in particular in various divisions of the Department of
International Development (DFID). While the term was almost completely absent from any
DFID documents until the early 2000s, it is now publicly recognised as a central objective for
this development agency, alongside poverty reduction and economic growth. The UK
Government’s response to the Humanitarian Emergency Response Review (HERR) in 2011,
for instance, presents disaster resilience as ‘a new and vital component of [DFID]
humanitarian and development work’. Building on this, the UK Government’s Humanitarian
Policy ‘Saving lives, preventing suffering and building resilience’, has now put resilience at
the centre of its approach to addressing disasters, both natural and man-made. The HERR
also states that the policy includes ‘commitments to embed resilience-building in all DFID
country programmes by 2015, integrate resilience into [DFID] work on climate change and
conflict prevention and improve the coherence of [DFID] development and humanitarian
work’ (DFID 2011: 14).
The UK DFID is certainly not the only bilateral or multilateral donor that recently endorsed the
concept of resilience. The World Bank Social Protection and Labour 2012-2022 Global
Strategy has as its overarching goal ‘to help improve resilience, equity and opportunity in
both low- and middle-income countries’ (World Bank 2011a: ii). Other examples include the
‘Making Cities Resilient’ campaign currently implemented by the United Nations Office for
Disaster Risk Reduction (UNISDR 2012), the ‘Resilience Project’ recently launched by the
World Food Programme and the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation (WFP and
SDC 2011), the ‘Resilience Week’ initiative organised by the US Agency for International
Development (USAID 2012), and the ‘Building Resilience, Sustaining growth’ environment
strategy of the Australian Aid Agency (AusAID 2007).
In this context, the objective of this paper is to discuss this recent emphasis on resilience in
relation to vulnerability-reduction interventions such as DRR, CCA, and SP. This context is
important as it represents the foundation of our current work on Adaptive Social Protection
8

(ASP). The concept of ASP has been developed in an effort to support the combination of
DRR, CCA and SP in policy and practice (Davies, Béné, Arnall, Tanner, Newsham, and
Coirolo, in press). By bringing together the objectives of these three streams of work, it aims
to provide a framework that helps social protection interventions become more resilient to
risks from disaster hazards and climate change, and at the same time help understand how
social protection, through its vulnerability reduction interventions, can play a critical role in
reducing/buffering the negative impact of climate change and disasters (Béné 2011). As
such, the concept of ASP is a direct attempt to respond to the ‘silos’ approach that can
characterise DRR, CCA, and SP (Newsham, Davies and Béné 2011) and has prevented
policy-makers, institutions, and practitioners in those three domains from working together
(World Bank 2011b).
With this background, our aim in this paper is to build on the most recent lessons derived
from the literature on resilience (both academic and project or programme-related) in order to
review and expose the potential benefits and limits of this concept. What does it mean (or
what does it change) for a particular programme to be resilience-driven? Or, put differently,
what should a programme aiming to build the resilience of households and/or communities
look like? An increasing number of interventions claim to contribute to households or
communities’ resilience. To what extent is that actually the case? Are these programmes
really changing ‘something’ in the lives of the households that they targeted, and is this
‘something’ really resilience? Or is this all old wine in new bottles? Those are some of the
questions that have motivated this analysis. Ultimately what we are hoping is to provide
some elements of answer to the question: ‘what does it mean to strengthen household’s or
community’s resilience to shocks and disasters, and how can we do it?’
The first part of the paper considers a large spectrum of vulnerability-reduction interventions,
including DRR, CCA and SP sectors. Although the second part of the document uses SP as
a particular case study, we argue that many of the recommendations that emerge from this
research are relevant for other sectors and policy domains. Our audience for this paper is
therefore broad and includes policy makers, practitioners and researchers working in
vulnerability-reduction sectors. We also hope that many others will be interested in the
current debate about the practicality of the concept of resilience in a development and
poverty reduction context.

1. Decoupling poverty and vulnerability
The background of this discussion is the widely accepted idea that the poorest are often
more vulnerable to disasters and climate change impacts than better-off households. Indeed,
poor people seem particularly exposed to both climate variability and disasters. During the
Indian heat wave of 2003, for instance, it was poor labourers and rickshaw drivers who
formed the highest proportion of the 1,400 people who died (DFID 2004). At a more global
scale, 98% of those killed and affected by natural disasters are from developing countries,
and it is estimated that by 2025, over half of all people living in developing countries will be
highly vulnerable to floods and storms (Tearfund 2005). The link between high vulnerability to
(climate-induced) disasters or shocks, and poverty seems therefore justified.
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Nevertheless, the exact nature of this relationship may deserve closer scrutiny if we want to
ensure that policy interventions are the most appropriately designed and implemented to
maximise impacts on the poor, because empirical data suggests that the relation between
(income) poverty and vulnerability might not be as straightforward as often assumed. Using
data from households affected by Hurricane Mitch in 1997, Carter and his colleagues found,
for instance, that the percentage of affected households does not decrease with household
wealth as one would expect, but actually increases. Carter observed that ‘this finding
contradicts the notion that poorer households are more vulnerable to shocks’ (2007: 842).1
In other parts of the world, analysis of Ethiopian households affected by recent shocks also
suggests that the richest households are likely to be more affected by shocks than poorer
households in the same communities (Béné, Devereux, and Sabates-Wheeler 2012). At the
same time Carter’s analysis also reveals that the medium-term effects of Mitch shocks do
differ by household wealth. In particular, relatively wealthy households were able to at least
partially rebuild their lost assets in the three years following the shock. In contrast, for the
lowest wealth groups, the effects of the hurricane on assets were of longer duration and felt
much more acutely.
These results emphasise the importance of distinguishing between the sensitivity of
households to shocks (where wealthier groups in poor communities may not necessarily be
less sensitive to the direct impacts of disasters than their poorer neighbours), and the
capacity to recover – where this time wealthier households seem to be better equipped than
poorer ones to recover from shocks. Other results call for an additional layer of caution. As
highlighted by Pelham and her colleagues, interventions to mitigate risk to disaster may
override any other factors (Pelham, Clay and Brunholz 2011). To illustrate this point, they
use the case of earthquakes, pointing out that although earthquakes of similar magnitude
affect Japan and Peru, the average number of death in Peru is 2,900 per year, while it is only
63 in Japan. This, they argue, is the result of the importance (and levels of investment) given
to preparedness interventions, as opposed to simply level of poverty. Similarly, Cuba, which
is repeatedly hit by hurricanes, has an excellent record of mitigating risks: in 1998 for
instance, while Hurricane Georges killed 589 people in the Dominican Republic and Haiti,
only 6 were killed in Cuba (Oxfam America 2004).
The main message is, therefore, to be cautious when considering poverty, vulnerability and
(climate-induced) disasters, because although the level of poverty matters, the assumption
that vulnerability and poverty are closely correlated does not always hold against empirical
evidence. In fact the link seems to be more complicated, highlighting the need to unpack this
relationship further. It seems in particular that the capacity to recover and the degree of
preparedness of communities are more important than poverty status.

2. Resilience: current definitions
The ‘capacity to recover’ and ‘degree of preparedness’ mentioned above are usually part of
what people define technically as ‘resilience’. Cutter et al. for instance, in their analysis of
1

Carter et al. however also points out that expressed in terms of percentage, poorer households lost a greater
percentage of their productive wealth than wealthier households did.
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community resilience to disasters explain that ‘resilience within hazards research is generally
focused on engineered and social systems, and includes pre-event measures to prevent
hazard-related damage and losses (preparedness) and post-event strategies to help cope
with and minimise disaster impacts’ (Cutter, Barnes, Berry, Burton, Evans, Tate, and Webb
2008: 600). In the recent ‘Special report on managing the risks of extreme events and
disasters’, the IPCC defines resilience as 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’ (IPCC 2012: 5). Many other technical definitions have been
proposed in the literature, which reflect the wide range of disciplines that have embraced the
concept of resilience – see Manyena (2006) for an earlier review, and Bahadur, Ibrahim, and
Tanner (2010) for a more recent one.
Although all of these definitions differ slightly in their wordings, most of them (at least the
most recent ones) highlight similar elements. First, although resilience has sometimes been
presented or understood in the past as an outcome that can be measured and monitored, an
increasing number of academics and practitioners now recognise that a more useful way to
conceptualise resilience is to understand it as an ability (Brown and Kulig 1996/97;
Pfefferbaum, Reissman, Pfefferbaum, Klomp, and Gurwitch 2005; Norris Stevens,
Pfefferbaum, Wyche, and Pfefferbaum 2008). To be more precise, it is the ability to deal with
adverse changes and shocks. In fact, the literature suggests that it is the ‘ability to resist,
recover from, or adapt to the effects of a shock or a change’ (Mitchell and Harris 2012: 2).
This dynamic nature (the recognition that things are not static, but change, adapt and evolve)
is in itself a progression with respect to previous conceptions of the world which might have
relied too heavily on an assumption of equilibrium and immobility.
Reflecting on this definition, some would argue, however, that what is necessary to resist a
shock may be quite different from what is needed to adapt to it. This apparent ‘inconsistency’
between different characteristics of a resilient system, is possibly the main unresolved issue
relating to resilience and, is something that we shall examine later in greater length. Finally,
the review of the literature also indicates that a last element present in most definitions is that
resilience exists at multiple levels or scales: individual, household, community, system,
society, etc. (Berkes and Folke 1998; Carpenter, Walker, Anderies, and Abel 2001;
Gunderson and Folke 2005)

3. Some good and some not-so-good things
about resilience
The benefits of adopting the concept of resilience as a framework for analysis have been
highlighted in many different articles (Bahadur et al. 2010; Berkes, Colding, and Folke 2003;
Walker, Anderies, Kinzig, and Ryan 2006; Carpenter et al. 2001). Certainly many would
agree that one of the most useful characteristics of resilience is its ability to help frame the
issues under consideration within a systemic approach, which is particularly relevant in the
specific context of this study for several reasons.
Firstly, a systemic approach is relevant because many of the various types of shocks that
affect households and/or societies, are now becoming covariant, i.e. simultaneously affecting
11

groups of households or even entire communities (Heltberg 2007) as opposed to
idiosyncratic shocks that affect individual households (see section 10 below). Good
examples of covariate shocks are climate-related shocks or economic crises.
Secondly, adopting a systemic approach recognises that a large number of the processes
and dynamics that affect people and/or their environments are occurring across scales (from
local to global) (Adger, Hughes, Folke, Carpenter and Rockstrom 2005) and are often
characterised by feedbacks (Folke 2006). In this context, resilience appears to be particularly
relevant in accounting for these multi or cross-scale and feedback dynamics. Good examples
include rural-urban or even transboundary migrations.
Third, a ‘pragmatic’ advantage of the concept of resilience is its relatively intuitive meaning
and the fact that people (academics, practitioners, policy makers), irrespective of their
backgrounds and experience, are able to sit down and work together based on the intuitive
and relatively loose meaning of resilience: ‘the capacity to absorb shocks’. The concept of
resilience is thus becoming a form of integrating discourse that rallies an increasing number
of people, institutions, and organisations under its banner, as it creates communication
bridges and platforms between disciplines and communities of practices, and offers common
grounds on which dialogue can then be initiated between organisations, departments or
ministries which had so far very little, or no history of collaboration. This role, as an
integrating narrative or discourse is however different from the more ‘technical’ role that the
concept is increasingly playing in various disciplines in relation to the points noted above
(need to adopt a systemic approach, recognition of the multi or cross-scale and feedback
dynamics, etc.).

3.1 Agency, power, and resilience
Despite the advantages listed above, resilience has also been heavily criticised for its
weaknesses. One of the most fundamental limitations of resilience (at least for a large
number of social scientists) is its inability to appropriately capture and reflect social dynamics
in general and consider issues of agency and power (see e.g. Leach 2008; Hornborg 2009;
Davidson 2010).
The concept of agency is typically used to characterise individuals as ‘autonomous,
purposive and creative actors, capable of a degree of choice’ (Lister 2004:125), or in other
words, the freedom people have to negotiate their own lives (including their own resilience) in
face of adverse circumstances. In much of the debate on resilience and social-ecological
systems, the agency of people is often veiled, focusing instead on the ability of the ‘system’
to recover from shocks (Berkes and Folke 1998; Folke 2006; Young, Berkhout, Gallopin,
Janssen, Ostrom, Vanderleeuw 2006) rather than the choices exercised by individuals within
the system, who may, or may not, exert control over the processes by which resilience is
shaped (Coulthard 2012).
Folke (2006) comments on the growing efforts to integrate the social dimension within
resilience research, to help bridge social–ecological systems thinking (see also Adger 2003;
Gunderson and Holling 2002), and a re-centralisation of agency within resilience debates is
an important contribution to these developments. Despite these progresses, Duit et al. argue
that
12

‘… resilience is [still] a cumbersome concept for social science, at least when trying to
speak of the resilience of social systems. It is difficult to avoid clashes with cornerstone
concepts in social science such as power, democracy, and the right to self-determination
when attempting to apply the concept of resilience to questions of politics and
governance. The reason for this is quite straightforward: even though some similarities
can be identified, societies and ecosystems are also fundamentally different in many
ways.’ Duit, Galaz, and Eckerberg (2010: 365)
This concern expressed about the limitation of resilience to provide appropriate analytical
handle to deal with power is also increasingly recognised within the disaster and climate
change community. Cannon and Muller-Mahn (2010) for instance while exploring some of
the underlying controversies of development discourses in the context of climate change
state that ‘the notion of resilience—whether derived from natural (ecosystem) or
technological (physics or engineering) usage—is dangerous because it is removing the
inherently power-related connotation of vulnerability and is capable of doing the same to the
process of adaptation’ (Cannon and Muller-Mahn 2010: 623). For them, the origin of the
concept in natural systems makes the concept inadequate, particularly if it is uncritically
transferred to social phenomena, precisely because human systems embody power relations
and do not involve analogies of being self-regulating or ‘rational’.
In this respect, it is intriguing to notice that amongst the dozens of definitions proposed in the
literature, none of them mentioned the terms ‘power’ or ‘agency’ with perhaps the notable
exception of the ISET’s resilience framework2. From that perspective, it seems therefore that
the concerns expressed by social scientists but also many others regarding the inability of
the concept of resilience to handle analytically, or even more simply to capture, issues
around power are valid.

3.2 Winners and losers: The concept of adaptive preference
Another issue that emerges from the literature on resilience is the tendency to obliterate the
‘negative’ side of resilience. Resilience is still too often presented as an objective (an
outcome) that should be aimed at, with no recognition that resilience is in fact a neutral
characteristic which, in itself, is neither good nor bad. In particular, in relation to individuals or
communities, resilience is not necessarily positively correlated with wellbeing: some
households may have managed to strengthen their resilience but only at the detriment of
their own wellbeing or self-esteem.
This last point relates to the somewhat overlooked issue of adaptive preference (the
deliberate or reflexive process by which people adjust their expectations and aspirations
when trying to cope with deteriorating changes in their living conditions) (see, e.g., Teschl
and Comim 2005). Amartya Sen had already highlighted this issue of adaptive preference in
his reflection on freedom, wellbeing and development:
2

While it is not a technical definition and it does not mention power explicitly, ISET’s framework for urban
resilience includes agents and institutions as core elements of complex systems (Moench, Tyler and Lage,
2011). ISET’s work focuses on understanding interactions between systems, agents and institutions. From this
work, resilience of urban systems is closely related to access to information, rights and voice, and rights to
redress and remedy. This interest in systems, agents and institutions also has implications for what aspects of
vulnerability social protection interventions might address.
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‘The deprived people tend to come to terms with their deprivation because of the sheer
necessity of survival, and they may, as a result,… adjust their desires and expectations
to what they unambitiously see as feasible’ (Sen 1999: 62 our emphasis – quoted in
Coulthard 2012).
We argue that the issue of adaptive preference does not only relate to discussions on
wellbeing, it has also some direct links with the discussion on resilience. In particular, it
seems that strengthening resilience may happen in conjunction with the occurrence of
adaptive preference. A good example would be when the head of a household resolves to
move their family to a less expensive but also less secure part of town (where rents are
lower but street crime is higher) in order to cope with the recent loss of their job. By moving
to a less expensive place, they certainly increase their ability to cope with the loss of their job
(what we would consider a sign of resilience), but at the detriment of some elements of the
wellbeing of the family.
This point about the negative side of resilience is consistent with the argument recently made
by several authors in the social resilience literature (e.g. Davidson 2010; Coulthard 2012;
Armitage, Béné, Charles, Johnson, and Allison, in press) who highlighted the existence of a
potential trade-off between resilience and wellbeing. In sum, one can be very poor and
unwell, but very resilient.
Beyond this critical issue of adaptive preference, some scholars have also pointed out the
risk that (as it is often the case with changes) there will be distributional and externality
issues in relation to resilience. Not all interventions may have a positive impact on every
household’s livelihood. In particular, a community as a whole (or most of its members) may
become more resilient as a result of some project interventions but it is likely that there will
still be some winners and some losers within the community. As pointed out by Osbahr
(2007) and Leach (2008), resilience is inherently a matter of social framing by actors with
different preferences and resources. Assessments of resilience in social–ecological systems
should therefore not only consider the most general system level, but also take into account
possible trade-offs and asymmetries in resilience between different groups and individuals
within the same system, especially when the framing of system boundaries is a matter of
conflict. In that regard, experience has taught us that already-marginalised households are
likely to be amongst the new losers, raising important issues of socio-political economy at the
local or even higher level (Berkhaut 2008; Hornborg 2009). For these reasons, some authors
argue that a simple and unreflecting application of the resilience concept into social and
political matters will inevitably run into substantial difficulties (Duit et al. 2010; Cannon and
Muller Mahn 2010; Davidson 2010) and point out that other concepts such as vulnerability,
which have a stronger ‘social/actor’ focus have been so far ahead of resilience in terms of
emphasizing issues such as social justice or power distribution. By reframing climate change
or disaster issues into a resilience framework there is therefore a risk of ‘moving back’ to
technical, apolitical interpretations and solutions with the risk that the social
justice/transformative dimension of these interventions are ignored or forgotten. While some
resilience scholars have already shown some level of awareness about these issues (e.g.
McLaughlin and Dietz, 2007; Miller, Osbahr, Boyd, Thomalla, Bharwani, Ziervogel, Walker,
Birkmann, Van der Leeuw, Rockström, Hinkel, Downing, Folke, and Nelson 2010), further
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effort is necessary to make it more systematically recognised and avoid excessively
‘romantic’ and positivist interpretations of resilience.

3.3 Linking resilience and vulnerability
What should be clear from previous sections is that resilience alone is not enough to provide
a guiding paradigm for climate and development intervention, let alone for development more
broadly. This is worth emphasising, because both the momentum the concept has gained
recently, and the extent to which it risks being taken for a panacea, are already tangible. An
intuitively attractive notion is that some of its shortcomings may be addressed by what could
be seen as a ‘sibling’ concept, vulnerability (which indeed kicked off our discussion of
resilience). Yet siblings do not always see eye to eye, and for this reason it is worth
specifying what the links are, and where the two terms part company. Despite ongoing
debates over the meanings and content of both, we argue that the link can be made in ways
which aid development policy and practice, and that the link is in fact necessary because:
a) It is inevitable, in the context of development (though not inevitable per se), that
talking about resilience will have to come back to vulnerability at some point
b) Even though there is overlap, they both bring their own discrete, useful concepts and
tools which can, in some cases, be combined (though we don’t know enough about
this yet).
What is the link?
We suggest that from the point of view of a development practitioner seeking to limit the
impacts of shocks on poor people, the link is perhaps best seen as one of trying to move
from a state of vulnerability to one of resilience.
This link is not as obvious as it might at first seem, because it depends on differing definitions
of resilience and vulnerability, and what they are being used to refer to. As we have seen,
resilience has been defined and used by a number of disciplines, in sometimes overlapping,
sometimes distinct ways. Vulnerability is in this sense an even more slippery concept
because there are so very many definitions of it (see Weichselgartner 2001 for a
comprehensive list), and an equally diverse range of uses to which it is put. Given that its
intellectual heritage spans geophysical sciences, political economy, human ecology,
constructivism and political ecology (Eakin and Luers 2006), this is to be expected. However,
there are common elements which, we argue, Neil Adger’s definition of vulnerability comes
closest to synthesising: “Vulnerability is the state of susceptibility to harm from exposure to
stresses associated with environmental and social change and from the absence of capacity
to adapt” (2006:268). If this definition is accepted, it is uncontroversial to propose that the link
between vulnerability and resilience is that they are both about responding to a disturbance
3
and its implications for humans and (the rest of) nature (Adger 2006; Miller et al. 2010) .

3

This goes some way to explaining why scholars so profoundly associated with vulnerability as Blakie, Cannon,
Davis and Wisner would come up with a definition that makes it sound very much like resilience: “By
vulnerability we mean the characteristics of a person or a group in terms of their capacity to anticipate, cope
with, resist and recover from the impact of a natural hazard” (Blaikie, Cannon, Davis, and Wisner. 1994:11).
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We also follow Adger in another link he makes between vulnerability and resilience:
’vulnerability is influenced by the build up or erosion of the elements of social-ecological
resilience…[whilst] discrete events in nature expose underlying vulnerability and push
systems into new domains where resilience may be reduced’ (2006: 269). This is not quite
the same as setting up vulnerability and resilience as polar opposites, and indeed a number
of scholars caution against such a framing (for example Gallopín 2006). But it does capture
the idea that being more vulnerable can often, though not necessarily always- mean being
less resilient. Klein, Nicholls and Thomalla (2003) have argued that this thinking leads to
circular explanations: a system lacks resilience because it is vulnerable; it is vulnerable
because it lacks resilience. The problem, though, is perhaps not the circularity, but more that
formulating the relationship between vulnerability and resilience at this level of generality tells
us nothing useful about the object of analysis. Yet the remedy is quite simple: apply
vulnerability or resilience to a specific situation. For instance, vulnerability is useful for
understanding how people are exposed to a hazard or longer-term disturbance, and how this
differs between different groups. This usefulness is why development interventions of many
different types frequently go to the trouble of conducting a vulnerability analysis. Undertaking
this exercise will in some cases allow us to identify particular measures for building resilience
in the face of the disturbance -see e.g. Béné, Mills, Raji, Tafida, Kodio, Sinaba, Morand,
Lemoalle, and Andrew (2011). The important implication for development policy and practice
is that is remains both desirable and practicable to maintain a ‘from vulnerability to resilience’
perspective. Making the link in this way can help us see what we should be doing and how to
go about doing it.
There are other points in common. In both cases, the unit of analysis is frequently a social
ecological system (Adger 2006, Miller et al. 2010). Because of this, both approaches attempt
to spot and understand the ‘feedback loops’ in which processes and events happening in
ecological systems have consequences for social systems, which in turn repercuss back
onto ecological systems, and so on. Yet it must be recognised that a unified way of
understanding how social and ecological systems are linked does not exist (Berkes and
Folke 1998): an ecological economist and a proponent of adaptive management, for
instance, have different ideas about how to explain and understand the relationship (Adger
2006). This is a difficulty common to many forms of interdisciplinary research which take up
the same object of study. However, perhaps the answer is to try to get better at
interdisciplinary research, troublesome though these difficulties are, and foolish though it is to
underestimate them.
Related to the emphasis on social ecological systems is a shared concern with scales and
levels. For instance, scholars such as Eakin (2005) and Leichenko and O’Brien (2008)
emphasise how local level vulnerability to climate change impacts is affected by global
processes. Conversely, in efforts to build the resilience of marginal groups to climate change,
Osbahr, Twyman, Adger and Thomas (2008) foreground the importance of undertaking
social learning, community reorganization and adaptive capacity communication with
institutions working at different levels within a geographical scale (local, national,
international). There is not a shared framework around the concept of scale, but it does offer
another touch stone.
These are central points of convergence; Miller et al. (2010) offer a more comprehensive list.
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What are the important differences?
Though there is clearly common ground, there remain fundamental differences in who uses
vulnerability or resilience, where they draw their ideas from and what they want to do with
them. In the broadest of terms, in spite of what it claims to be focussing on, resilience still
has more to say about ecology, and vulnerability more to say about society. This is not so
much to do with conceptual limitations as with where people have taken the terms. Again,
there are a great many more differences than are discussed here, where there is only space
to give a flavour of where differences exist, and where vulnerability and resilience thinkers
might come up with better concepts and methods if they find better ways of collaborating. For
a fuller list, see Adger (2006), Gallopín (2006), Miller et al. (2010) and Manyena (2006).
As noted above, vulnerability has a far wider range of concepts and tools to deal with people,
power and politics, though this and other papers show that advances in this regard are being
made by thinkers engaged with resilience. As also noted, it is vital that the shortcomings of
resilience thinking in these aspects are compensated for by drawing on this wide cannon of
vulnerability concepts, tools and experience. Otherwise, the gains that have been made in
getting, for instance questions of political economy and differentiated character of inequality
(both now mainstream concerns for DfID, for instance), may be lost in superficial framings
that favour resilience. It would be short-sighted to adopt resilience because it seems on the
face of it a positive quality, and in the process drop vulnerability, owing to its negative
connotations (as Cannon and Muller-Mahn 2010 point out). If only for this reason, resilience
needs to engage – and is engaging with – what vulnerability perspectives have to offer. More
crucially still, if resilience ‘goes to scale’ as a development narrative, using vulnerability
perspectives to enrich resilience thinking has to be centre stage. It cannot be left to
academics and leftfield practitioners operating on the margins. That is why we want to flag
this risk from the outset: vulnerability needs to be front and central in any resilience
paradigm.
Because of its ability to understand and explain human systems and dynamics, vulnerability
already provides concepts and tools in many areas of development, from nutrition and food
security to humanitarian responses. Some of these already use the ‘from vulnerability to
resilience’ framing – table 3.1 lists common examples. Therefore, they could provide a
starting point for development engagement with this concept, in ways that encourage
building links between resilience and vulnerability, rather than adopting one approach at the
expense of the other. There are, too, examples of other methodological innovations, such as
using agent-based models which attempt to couple “agent[s] to [their] natural and social
environments, producing nonlinearity, indeterminacy and path dependency while
incorporating risk, perceptions and imperfect information” (Miller et al. 2010).
Yet resilience also fills gaps in vulnerability thinking. One important example is that resilience
has a much greater understanding of ‘system effects’ (Gallopín 2006). For instance, what
happens when different system components interact, how this can lead to ‘emergent
properties’ that have unintended consequences or can be unpredictable, especially with our
imperfect understanding of how social-ecological systems work. Vulnerability thinking has
less to say about these, yet gaining a clearer understanding of them is critical not just to
improving development policy and practice, but changing expectations of what can be
achieved. Considerations around unintended consequences, uncertainty etc., have
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consequences for the kinds of ‘managerialist’ notions that pervade mainstream development
discourse. Development is often talked about as if it were managing processes so as to
achieve successful outcomes. However, expecting to have the level of control that permits
management of a process is often unrealistic, and to a degree which can be counterproductive (cf. Mosse 2004, 2005). If we can gain from resilience better tools for dealing with
complexity, we may end up with a clearer idea of what the wider implications of a particular
intervention are likely to be and, therefore, how much of the situation we can and cannot
manage.
Table 3.1 Vulnerability assessment toolkits compatible with a ‘from vulnerability to
resilience’ perspective
Toolkit
From Vulnerability to Resilience:
A handbook for programming
design based on field experience in
Nepal

Organisation
Practical Action

Participatory Vulnerability Analysis
of people and ecosystems to
climate impacts: a methodological
guide (forthcoming)

IDS-GIZ

Description

Handbook intended to provide practitioners with
examples of how “a framework for resilience can be
used in practice”

Built on a vulnerability and capacity analysis which
helps to identify where to focus efforts to build
resilience.





Climate Vulnerability and Capacity
Analysis (CVCA)

CARE





Framework for social adaptation to
climate change

IUCN





Participatory tools and techniques
for assessing climate change
impacts and exploring adaptation
options

DfID-Livelihoods &
Forestry
Programme





A guide produced for field staff of Mexico’s National
Commission for Natural Protected Areas.
Produces understanding of vulnerability based on
analysis of climate impacts on humans and
ecosystems.
Concerned with the underlying drivers of
vulnerability.
Can be used to identify ecosystem-based
adaptation measures which can contribute to the
resilience of social-ecological systems
One of the original toolkits which incorporated
climate change into conventional VCA
Combines good practices from analyses done for
development initiatives and those done within for
disaster risk reduction (DRR)
strong emphasis on implications of governance for
adaptive capacity
Assesses climate related vulnerability of coastal
communities and marine-based industries, though is
more widely applicable
Uses VCA to offer guidance on how a range of
actors can “manage for resilience”
Grounded in resilience theory, with a view to
showing how it can be applied in practice
Aims to assess vulnerability to climate change in
order to develop adaptation measures
Designed with Nepal in mind but more broadly
applicable
Strong livelihood focus

3.4 Resilience and the ‘sustainable development’ dilemma
Finally, one of the key risks of the current engagement with resilience is that it stands in
danger of being co-opted in a similar way that ‘sustainable development’ has been in the
past. A key problem with ‘sustainable development’ is that it has been mobilised by so many
different interest groups to refer to so many different activities that Duffy (2000) has gone as
far as to assert that it has become meaningless. Although this criticism goes perhaps one
step too far4, as for resilience, the risk is that it might itself become a justification for investing
4

It is possible to chart the different strands and discourses around the term (see Redclift 2005 for an example).
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in approaches that: (a) may undermine long-term sustainability; or (b) which leave less space
for alternatives that might offer more benefits for the whole community. Grist (2008) has
argued that this latter possibility is already happening with mainstream thinking on adaptation
that tends to favour market environmentalism and ecological modernisation, with an
emphasis on maintaining rather than challenging the status quo. Katrina Brown suggests for
instance that the rationale behind the World Bank’s ‘climate resilient development’ policies is
‘to protect economic growth from the ravages of climate change’ (2010: 28).

4. Characteristics of a Resilient System
4.1 What does a resilient system look like?
This is the question that a group of practitioners from 26 international NGOs involved in DRR
and CCA interventions at the community level have recently tried to answer ((Interagency
Resilience Working Group (IWRG) 2012)). Drawing on Bahadur et al’s (2010) initial work, the
group identified a series of 10 characteristics which they believe are key characteristics of
resilient systems. These are presented5 in the first column (left hand-side) of Table 4.1. The
second column (right hand-side) is a subsequent attempt made by us to link these 10
characteristics to the existing literature and to identify in particular from which schools of
thought and/or discipline they were derived. For illustration the first entry in the list stresses
the need for a high level of diversity in various functions and processes of the system,
implying that diversification is an attribute that is likely to strengthen resilience. This point
refers to the widely accepted principle in both economics and theoretical ecology of the
importance of diversification as a risk spreading mechanism (Perrings 1995; Borrvall
Ebenman, Jonsson, and Jonsson 2000; Weitzman 2000).
Overall, the left hand-side column reveals that resilient systems are expected to be ones
which promote or encourage diversity, flexibility, inclusion and participation; which recognise
social values, accept uncertainty and change (at multi-scale); and which foster learning6.
As one would expect, the right hand-side of the table reveals the influence of resilience
thinking, closely related to the social-ecological systems literature (Resilience Alliance 2012,
Adger et al. 2005; Berkes et al. 2003; Walker et al. 2002), in highlighting in particular issues
such as uncertainty and change, non-equilibrium, non-linear, and multi-scales dynamics, and
adaptive learning. The analysis however also reveals some other features which do not
derive from this resilience literature. Instead these are more directly related to social science
considerations and make, in particular, specific reference to decentralisation, governance
and participatory principles, highlighting the importance of agency. This prominence of social
science attributes is worth emphasising, especially in the context of the previous discussion
5

Although not explicitly stipulated, the order in the list does not seem to reflect any specific preference or
rank.
6
Other interesting attempts to characterise what a resilience system look like can be found in the literature.
Among these, the ISET work, based on their work on urban resilience is worth mentioning (Moench et al.
2011). ISET’s work identifies resilience characteristics as: flexibility and diversity, redundancy and modularity,
responsiveness, resourcefulness, learning and safe failure. These characteristics are largely drawn from
engineering and complex systems thinking. While some of these characteristics are therefore similar to
Bahadur et al.’s list (e.g. flexibility and diversity, responsiveness) others, such as safe failure, are new.
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where it was pointed out that resilience is often criticised for its focus on systems rather than
on actors, and its lack of analytical grip on governance and power issues. Clearly, while the
analytical and conceptual dimension of resilience as developed amongst academics has
failed to provide appropriate responses to these issues of power and agency, those
interested in the practical and operational dimensions of the concept have. Incidentally, the
growing number of empirical studies that look at resilience in the field all suggest the key role
played by social processes such as community cohesion, good leadership, and individual
support to collective action to build resilience and cope with change (Schwarz, Béné,
Bennett, Boso, Hilly, Paul, Posala, Sibiti, Andrew 2010; Duit et al. 2010; Boyd, Osbahr,
Ericksen, Tompkins, Lemos, and Miller 2008).
Table 4.1 Characteristic of a resilient system
Characteristics
1. A high level of diversity in groups performing different functions in an ecosystem; in the
availability of economic opportunities; in the voices included in a resilience-building policy
process; in partnerships within a community; in the natural resources on which communities
may rely; and in planning, response and recovery activities.

School of thought
Theoretical ecology +
Economic (on risk
management and
diversification)

2. Effective governance and institutions which may enhance community cohesion. These
should be decentralised, flexible and in touch with local realities; should facilitate systemwide learning; and perform other specialised functions such as translating scientific data on
climate change into actionable guidance for policymakers.

Decentralised governance

3. The inevitable existence of uncertainty and change is accepted. The non-linearity or
randomness of events in a system is acknowledged, which shifts policy from an attempt to
control change and create stability to managing the capacity of systems to cope with, adapt
to, and shape change.

Resilience characteristic

4. There is community involvement and the appropriation of local knowledge in any
resilience-building projects; communities enjoy ownership of natural resources; communities
have a voice in relevant policy processes.

Decentralised governance

5. Preparedness activities aim not at resisting change but preparing to live with it; this could
be by building in redundancy within systems (when partial failure does not lead to the
system collapsing) or by incorporating failure scenarios in Disaster Management (DM) plans.

Ecology applied to DDR

6. A high degree of social and economic equity exists in systems; resilience programmes
consider issues of justice and equity when distributing risks within communities.

Participatory / governance

7. The importance of social values and structures is acknowledged because association
between individuals can have a positive impact on cooperation in a community which may
lead to more equal access to natural resources and greater resilience; it may also bring
down transaction costs as agreements between community members would be honoured.

Participatory / social
justice

8. The non-equilibrium dynamics of a system are acknowledged. Any approach to building
resilience should not work with an idea of restoring equilibrium because systems do not
have a stable state to which they should return after a disturbance.

Resilience

9. Continual and effective learning is important. This may take the form of iterative
policy/institutional processes, organisational learning, reflective practice, adaptive
management and may merge with the concept of adaptive capacity.

Adaptive – management
learning

10. Resilient systems take a cross-scalar perspective of events and occurrences. Resilience
is built through social, political, economic and cultural networks that reach from the local to
the global scale.

Resilience thinking

Source: Derived from Bahadur et al. 2010

5. The 3-D Resilience framework
As mentioned earlier, resilience can be defined as the ability to deal with the impacts of
adverse changes and shocks. This ability includes therefore features such as ‘buffering
impacts’, ‘returning to pre-shock situation’ or ‘bouncing back’, but also ‘shock absorbing’,
‘evolving and adapting’ or even ‘transforming’ (Walker, Carpenter, Anderies, Abel,
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Cumming, Janssen, Lebel, Peterson, and Pritchard 2002; Berkes et al. 2003). This
multiplicity of terms reflects the broadening of the concept from its initial relatively narrow
focus (the ability of a system to bounce back or return to equilibrium following disturbance what Holling (1973) referred to as ‘engineering resilience’) into a more elaborated concept
which embraces the ability not simply to bounce back but also to adapt and to transform. In
the (relatively specific) context of climate change, the IPCC defines adaptability (or adaptive
capacity) as ‘the ability of a system to adjust to climate change (including climate variability
and extremes) to moderate potential damages, to take advantage of opportunities, or to cope
with the consequences’ (IPCC 2001). On the other hand, transformability is the ‘capacity to
create a fundamentally new system when ecological, economic or social structures make the
existing system untenable’ (Walker et al. 2004: 5). Along with the concept of absorptive
capacity or persistence (that is, the various (coping) strategies by which individuals and/or
households moderate or buffer the impacts of shocks on their livelihoods and basic needs7),
these three elements can be seen as the three core components of resilience. Drawing on
this, we propose to use the following three components of resilience: absorptive, adaptive,
and transformative capacity as the three structuring elements of an analytical framework
aimed at understanding better what exactly ‘strengthening resilience’ means. The framework
is presented in Figure 5.1.

Figure 5.1 The 3D resilience framework

Intensity of change / transaction costs
stability

flexibility

change

Absorptive coping
capacity

Adaptive
Capacity

Transformative
Capacity

(persistence)

(incremental adjustment)

(transformational responses)

Resilience
The salient point of the framework is the fact that resilience emerges as the result not of one
but all of these three capacities: absorptive, adaptive and transformative capacities, each of
them leading to different outcomes: persistence, incremental adjustment, or transformational
responses.
Figure 5.1 also suggests that these different responses can be linked (at least conceptually)
to various intensities of shock or change. The lower the intensity of the initial shock, the
more likely the household (or individual, or community, or system) will be able to resist it
effectively, i.e. to absorb its impacts without consequences for its function, status, or state.
As pointed out by Norris et al. (2008: 132), ‘the ideal outcome after [a] crisis is resistance,
meaning that the resources have effectively blocked the stressor and, accordingly, there is
virtually no dysfunction, no matter how temporary’. These authors point out that individuals or
systems benefit from resistance strategies on a daily basis, referring to the human immune
system as one of the most effective resistance strategies known to exist. Beyond our internal
resistance, resistance strategies are also appropriate at a higher scale for dangers that are
7

Cutter et al. (2008, p.663) define absorptive capacity as ‘the ability of the community to absorb event impacts
using predetermined coping responses’.
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likely to happen with some frequency and can be planned for, such as fires. In the context of
our discussion, there are critical systems that aspire to resistance in the aftermath of
disaster. Earthquake and fire-resistant buildings, for instance, or redundant power sources
are but a few examples of actions that help individual, communities or larger systems to
prevent or resist disasters (Norris et al. 2008).
However, when the absorptive capacity is exceeded, the individual will then exercise their
adaptive resilience (Cutter et al. 2008). This adaptive resilience refers to the various
adjustments (incremental changes) that people undergo in order to continue functioning
without major qualitative changes in function or structural identity. These incremental
adjustments and changes can take many forms (e.g. adopting new farming techniques,
change in farming practices, diversifying livelihood bases, engaging in new social networks,
etc). These adaptations can be individual or collective, and they can take place at multi-level
(intra-household, groups of individuals/households, community, etc). These remarks are
important because they raise a series of implications. First it means that adaptation at one
level can affect or reduce adaptation at another, as adaptation is not a zero-sum game. But it
also means that adaptation is a continuous, incremental process which is actually difficult to
track or to measure. In fact, as pointed out by Levine and his colleagues, although people do
make conscious decisions to adapt their lives, in many other instances, some of these
adaptations are not always deliberate or calculated (Levine, Ludi and Jones 2011). In that
sense people may not even be aware of how they adapt to changing circumstances or how
they improve their work skills. In addition people don’t adapt to one specific stressor, but
rather to a broad combination of changes. In fact, it is rarely possible to disentangle the
multiple changes to which people are responding, and it makes little sense to try to do so
(Levine et al. 2011; Hertel and Rosch 2010). To further complicate the situation, what would
be perceived as an adaptation for one household could be part of a coping strategy for
another.
Eventually, if the change required is so large that it overwhelms the adaptive capacity of the
household, community or (eco)system, transformation will have to happen. In that case,
changes are not incremental any longer. Instead they are transformative, resulting in
alterations in the individual or community’s primary structure and function. These
transformational changes often involve shifts in the nature of the system, the introduction of
new state variables and possibly the loss of others, such as when a household adopts a new
direction in making a living or when a region moves from an agrarian to a resource extraction
economy. It can be a deliberate process, initiated by the people involved, or it can be forced
on them by changing environmental or socioeconomic conditions. What the growing body of
literature that discusses transformational changes highlights is that the main challenges
associated with transformation are not of a technical or technological nature only. Instead, as
pointed out by O’Brien (2011), these shifts may include a combination of technological
innovations, institutional reforms, behavioural shifts and cultural changes; they often involve
the questioning of values, the challenging of assumptions, and the capacity to closely
examine fixed beliefs, identities and stereotypes. In other words, they challenge status quo
(e.g. Folke, Chapin III and Olsson 2009; Smith and Stirling, 2010).
To be successful these transformational changes therefore typically require changes to
entrenched systems maintained and protected by powerful interests. There are,
consequently, enormous barriers to transformation, rooted in culture and cognition and
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expressed through economic and social policies, land-use legislation, resource management
practices, and other institutions and social practices (Kegan and Lahey 2009; Moser and
Ekstrom 2010; Pelling 2011; O’Brien 2011).
Finally the top part of the figure reflects the assumption (yet to be fully investigated) that, as
we move from absorptive resilience, to adaptive resilience and finally to transformative
resilience, the transaction costs and risks associated to these changes increase. The
underlying idea is that ‘the more you change the higher the transactional costs’. In other
words, it costs more to transform a system than to maintain it as it is or to rebuild it as it was.

6. Resilience as a combination of its three
components
Understood in a linear way, the framework above suggests that managing for resilience
requires directing a system in a way that promotes resistance in a period of small
disturbance, adaptation in a time of greater disturbance, and transformability when conditions
are becoming unviable or unsustainable. This linear interpretation is conceptually useful but
pragmatically too simplistic as it does not recognise the multi-stressor nature of vulnerability,
that is, the fact that many different shocks and stresses combine and occur together, each
impacting the system with different relative intensities, at different scales, and each requiring
separate or integrated levels of resilience (O’Brien, Leichenko, Kelkar, Venema, Aandahl,
Tomkins, Javed, Bhadwal, Barg, Nygaard, and West 2004). In addition to this multi-stressor
environment, it is also important to realise that a given shock may have differentiated impacts
on households, even in the same community. A simple example may illustrate this point: a
period of drought in the highlands of Ethiopia may impact severely a farming household and
drives its members to engage in adaptive resilience strategy (or possibly transformative
resilience), while the same drought event may simply request some absorptive resilience for
another household, say a civil servant, in the same community.
In essence this means that building resilience would require interventions that strengthen the
three components (absorptive resilience, adaptive resilience, transformative resilience)
together, and at multiple levels (individual, households, communities, region, etc). An
important point therefore is the need to see these three dimensions of resilience as being
different perspectives of the same reality, rather than as three independent qualities that can
be added, with resilience as the sum of them all. Yet we have still very little systematic
understanding about how different systems differ in their ability to cope, adapt or transform
with different types of complex change. An emerging notion holds that this task seems to
require both stability and change (Duit and Galaz 2008) as well as bridging multilevel
linkages within and across different scales (temporal, spatial etc) (Cash, Adger, Berkes,
Garden, Lebel, Olsson, Pritchard, Young 2006; Folke et al. 2005).
A review of the literature suggest however that there is a growing tendency to present the 3
dimensions of resilience as opposing to each other (resistance vs adaptability, adaptation vs
transformability) (see e.g. Young 2010) or to stress the potential tensions between them -for
instance the classical risk-aversion theory (the idea that poor households sacrifice longer23

term benefit for short-term survival, leading to asset-based poverty traps (Zimmerman and
Carter 2003; Barrett and McPeak, 2004; Barrientos and Nino-Zarazua 2011). Heltberg et al.
(2009: 91) for instance talk about ‘the trade-offs between short-term coping and long-term
productivity and adaptation ..., especially as the impacts of climate change accumulate over
time’. In the same vein CARE (2012: 4) drawing on Dodman, Ayers and Huq (2009) see
‘resilience as moving beyond coping strategies towards achieving longer-term development’.
Others consider resilience as a process of transformation (Cutter et al. 2008). Pelling (2011)
supports this ‘transformation’ view, arguing that conceptualising resilience as buffering will
lead to the reinforcement of existing practices and maintain the status quo. Berman observes
that ‘There is a risk that understanding resilience as ‘buffering’ may prevent necessary
changes that would enable more sustainable development’ (Berman, Quinn and Paavola
2012: 89).
This ‘either-or’ approach which puts emphasis on one dimension of resilience (often to the
detriment of the others) misses the interdependence that exists between these three
dimensions of resilience. While there are certainly trade-offs and tensions between them,
presenting these three dimensions as excluding processes leads to the risk of, not simply
ignoring, but actually hampering existing (or potential) synergies and complementarities. This
risk is real especially since the review of the literature reveals the growing tendency to
perceive persistence and stability as negative, and to put emphasis instead on change. For
instance Norris et al. (2008: 103) view resilience as ‘better conceptualised as adaptability
than as stability’. Similarly Miller et al. (2010: 5) claim ‘The challenge (…) is to learn to live
with change and develop the capacity to deal with it, instead of trying to block it out’. What
these statements miss is that capacity to maintain stability is as important as the ability to
adapt, or to transform. In fact stability is necessary for adaptive or transformative capacity.
First, let’s recall that stability is an essential condition for asset accumulation, thus for poverty
alleviation (Zimmerman and Carter 2003; Carter and Barrett 2006). It is indeed during
periods of political, economic, and institutional stability that households and societies can
accumulate assets, create wealth and enhance human wellbeing. Formal and informal
institutions (such as land tenure, capital and labour legislation, informal risk mechanisms,
insurances, etc.) were all established to mediate livelihood stability, reduce risk and
transaction costs, and all are developed during periods of stability, over decades or
sometimes centuries. In short, accumulation but also arguably optimal allocation of
resources, requires a certain degree of stability (or some ability to buffer shock).
But stability is not simply a pre-requisite for the accumulation of assets and poverty
alleviation, it is also instrumental for building strong institutions (see e.g. North 1990, 2005)
and for the emergence of coordinated actions, which are themselves necessary conditions
for adaptations. In that sense, stability is an essential element of adaptive capacity as well.
Without stability, assets, social and institutional resources that are required to develop
adaptive capacity cannot be built up. Levine et al. (2011) for instance recall several possible
foundations for the link between increased assets and increased adaptive capacity. Firstly,
adaptation may have an investment cost barrier, which more assets and higher income may
remove. Another possible causal pathway rests on the idea that poorer households have, at
least in some circumstances, less adaptive capacity because they are more risk-averse,
although it is too simplistic to equate low adaptive capacity with poverty as a general rule.
Higher income (in cash or food) could raise these risk horizons, opening up innovation
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space. Adaptive capacity would thus be improved through a link between assets (and
livelihood outcomes, or income) and innovation. Finally the better-off may also have more
adaptive capacity because of the indirect consequences of improved income – e.g. more
travel and exposure to ideas and information, better social status and a more influential voice
in the community, and more self-confidence. Assets are not sufficient conditions, because at
a less tangible level as well, successful adaptation depends to a large extent on the capacity
of individuals, societies or communities to coordinate decision-making, to act collectively,
foster innovation and experimentation, and exploit new opportunities. Those all relate to
strong social fabric established during periods of stability –highlighting the strong relation and
synergy between absorptive resilience and adaptive resilience. It is therefore relatively
important that institutional settings provide individuals and communities some sort of
continuity and direction beyond spontaneous and often unstructured reactions to
environmental variability or changes.
This is not to say that stability is more important than flexibility, and persistence may in some
circumstances be harmful as it may hamper necessary long term changes. Research into the
resilience of rural communities to climate variability in southern Africa (Thomas, Twyman,
Osbahr, and Hewitson 2007, Osbahr, Twyman, Adger and Thomas 2008), for example,
identified that just maintaining agricultural coping strategies may suppress innovation,
reinforce poverty, and prevent the community from being able to address the more complex
feedbacks within the social-ecological system. But favouring flexibility and transformation at
the detriment of the ability of individuals, communities or societies to create or protect
periods of stability would ignore the fact that the conditions to develop adaptive and
transforming capacities are generated (or regenerated) during periods of stability. What are
needed therefore are interventions where synergy and complementarity between the three
dimensions of resilience are fostered, not interventions where only one of these dimensions
is favoured to the detriment of the others.

7. Would a resilience approach be useful in the
context of climate change-related disasters?
Climate change-related events, including rapid onset ones (floods, disease outbreaks, food
price increases) and slow onset shocks (drought, food price volatility, environmental
degradation), are now expected to have increasing impacts, both in terms of intensity and
frequency, on the livelihoods of populations, with potentially dramatic effects on the
vulnerability of levels of these populations. In this context a relevant question is to identify to
what extent a resilience approach would be useful - beyond the discourse that is emerging in
policy arenas. The literature provides us with some elements of an answer.

7.1. Covariate shocks and stronger links to socio-ecological dynamics
As mentioned earlier, climate change will shift the balance toward more covariate shocks (as
opposed to idiosyncratic ones). Covariate risks are indeed likely to increase given that the
physical effects of climate change tend to be geographically concentrated (as are many
livelihoods), leading to overlapping risks at the local level (Moser, Norton, Stein, and
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Georgieva 2010). In addition, the higher frequency and higher severity of these events will
quickly exhaust the reserve resources and assets held by actors at all levels. As a
consequence of these two processes, communities and countries that had in the past relied
mainly on informal individual and collective (local) safety nets and risk-sharing mechanisms
such as reciprocal gift-giving and intra-community transfers and borrowing may find that the
limit of these informal safety nets is more frequently reached8, leading to heightened
vulnerability of entire communities.
In this context, bringing in an approach that puts emphasis on ‘system’ (or sub-system)
components may be an advantage. Indeed the resilience framework has been developed in
an attempt to incorporate ideas of complex systems (i.e. made of interconnected social and
ecological components) and emphasises the functioning of these components as a whole.
The focus is therefore on the relationships and inter-dependence between these system
components, not on the functioning of individual components in isolation. Additionally, in
countries or regions characterised by a strong-dependence of livelihoods on natural
resources, especially for the poor (agriculture-related resources, in particular water, forestry,
and fisheries), the resilience of communities is inextricably linked to the condition of the
environment and the treatment of its resources. In that context, frameworks that emphasise
the link between social and ecological dynamics (as resilience does) are at advantage. They
are also better articulated to highlight the importance of ‘green public works’ and other
interventions that enhance communities‘ physical and environmental assets, such as soil
and/or water conservation, natural resource rehabilitation (e.g. tree planting), de-silting
irrigation activities, climate-proofing physical infrastructure (strengthening embankments,
buildings, roads, bridges, or gullies that resist flash flooding), etc (Kuriakose, Heltberg,
Wiseman, Costella, Ciprik, and Cornelius 2012).

7.2 Flexibility and issue of scale
In their recent background paper on ‘making social protection climate responsive’ the World
Bank highlights the importance of designing scalable and flexible programs. Those scalable
programmes, they argue, are ‘one of the single most important evolution elements to help
[social protection] programs respond better to climate-related disasters, in the same way that
it is important for responses to economic shocks’ (Kuriakose et al. 2012: 12). Scalability
means that programs can rapidly expand coverage during crises and scale back afterwards;
it also means ability to scale up levels of support to existing beneficiaries to cope with the
impact of shocks.
This issue of scale is also at the heart of the resilience approach. Notions of ‘scale’ and
‘cross-scale’ are indeed central in social-ecological resilience thinking. Gibson, Ostrom and
Ahn (2000) use scale to refer to the ‘spatial, temporal, quantitative, or analytical dimensions
used by scientists to measure and study objects and processes’. Thus, scale is a social
construction but it provides a foundation upon which decisions about the measurement and
management of ecological and social phenomena are made, and also influences choices
about the diversity of variables and cross-scale interactions to be considered. In that sense,
resilience thinking recognises that most management settings must consider multiple scales
to deal with seasonal and intra-annual fluctuations in resources and exploitation patterns,
8

More distant informal safety nets (e.g. remittance) are likely to be more climate‐resilient.
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and account for exogenous and endogenous drivers of change or shocks. In practical terms,
an understanding of resilience should therefore enable system actors to better evaluate the
likelihood and desirability of shifts or transitions among different system configurations.
Carpenter, De Fries, Dietz, Mooney, Polasky, Reid, and Scholtes (2006) for instance, in their
reflections about research needs in relation to social-ecological systems and the Millennium
Ecosystem Assessment, remind us of the importance of cross-scale effects. They cite the
example of the loss of buffering coastal ecosystems that eventually exposed extensive
regions of the coastline to catastrophic damage in the 2004 Asian tsunami and recurrent
hurricanes in the Gulf of Mexico.
Accounting for scale is also useful in relation to adaption. As Osbahr (2007) recalls, local
development models need to take a holistic and multi-scalar perspective to livelihood
adaptation. Such a scale-sensitive approach would help in particular to acknowledge that
adaptations at the village level can sometimes impede adaptation at the household level.
Adaptation is a competitive process, subtly differentiated by context, adaptive capacity and
perception of risk. Trade-offs between productivity and resilience mean that the most resilient
systems at one scale may not be the most resilient at another. Thus, there are limits to
adaptive projects and their inherent capacity to support responses to climate change for all.
Note that the issues of scale as described by Kuriakose and her colleagues are not the same
as the scale issue discussed by Carpenter et al. or Osbahr. The term is the same but the
emphasis is somewhat different. The former relates to the need to design programmes that
allow for scalability and flexibility, while the latter refers to the need to recognise the scalerelated nature of system dynamics, resilience and adaptation.

7.3. The ‘unknown unknown’ and the need for adaptive capacity
Climate changes will cause some environmental variables to deviate from their historical
range. It may become more difficult to anticipate specific effects with any certainty,
particularly at the local level. Models based on time-series data will not be able, therefore, to
provide adequate guidance to forecasting climate variables and planning adaptation (Dessai
and Wilby 2010). The same will happen to traditional decision making processes and local
strategies developed on communities’ historic experience. In addition to these changes in
trends that may be beyond the experience, or at least the coping capacity of the affected
people, it is also possible that there will also be extreme events that are unprecedented and
for which anticipation will be difficult (New, Liverman, Betts, Anderson, West 2012; IPCC
2012). Uncertainty and the possibility of surprise imply that successful adaptation will not be
guaranteed. For planners but also for communities, households and individuals, this
translates into the need to plan for the ‘unknown unknown’. What is needed therefore is to
strengthen people and society’s ability to adapt to unknown changes (adaptive capacity), in
addition to support their adaptation to predicted changes.
Levine et al. (2011) argue that adaptive capacity rests on people’s agency, that is, their
ability to make their own, better (i.e. more informed) choices and to develop and successfully
execute their own plans. They argue further that in most cases, climate change adaptation
interventions (by NGOs, or development agencies) help to strengthen assets and, in some
situations, institutions, but they usually don’t incorporate a broader view of the need to
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support the adaptive capacity of local people and communities. Without agency there is no
adaptive capacity, and without adaptive capacity there is no ways people and society can
cope with future (unknown) changes. It makes however little sense to speak of agency
without a consideration of the broader structures – or systems, in resilience thinking – that
impinge upon the possibility of exercising agency.
Most assessments of adaptive capacity at the household or community level have focused
on assets and capital as indicators (Dulal, Brodnig, Onoriose and Thakur 2010). While useful
in helping us to understand what resources people have or need to adapt, these assetoriented approaches tend to mask the role of processes and functions (Jones, Jaspars,
Pavanello, Ludi, Slater, Arnall, Grist, and Mtisi 2010). Understanding adaptive capacity,
therefore, requires that we also recognise the importance of intangible processes such as
decision-making and governance, the fostering of innovation and experimentation, and the
exploitation of new opportunities and the structure of institutions and entitlements. This
means ‘moving away from simply looking at what a system has that enables it to adapt to
recognising what a system does that enables it to adapt’ (Levine et al. 2011: 5, our
emphasis). In that sense strengthening adaptive capacity is more than simply providing
assets or technology. It is about developing people’s agency, it is about governance and
power.
As mentioned above, however, resilience approach is not particularly well equipped to
embrace these social issues of agency and power. Some would argue (e.g. Hornberg 2009;
Davidson 2010; Cannon and Muller-Mahn 2010) that resilience does focus on systems
(rather than actors) and until recently has had an ecological emphasis (while for instance
vulnerability has a stronger ‘social/actor’ focus and has been so far ahead of resilience in
terms of emphasizing issues such as social justice, power distribution, etc.). By reframing
climate change disaster issues into a resilience framework, there is therefore a risk to move
back to technical, apolitical interpretations and solutions with the consequence to ‘evacuate’
the social justice/transformative dimension that is needed to ensure adaptive capacity.

7.4. Transformation and the need to challenge the status quo
The difficulty faced in handling issues of power and human agency also led some scholars to
raise questions regarding the utility of the concept of resilience in providing the right
framework in the context of (social) transformation (e.g. Pelling and Manuel-Navarrete 2011;
O’Brien 2011). Transformation, they argue, but also to some extent adaptation can be held
back by power structures. Indeed, even if transformation presents opportunities to innovate
and develop renewable materials and technologies, and create for instance ‘green’
economies (Barbier 2010), these changes often challenge the status quo, threatening those
who benefit from current systems and structures. Analysing the ability of urban communities
in Mexico to engage in transformative changes in the face of climate change, Pelling and
Manuel-Navarrete (2011: 10) observed for instance that in these communities the ‘systemic
alienation of individuals was instrumental in supporting dominant structures through the
production of compliant citizenry’ and resulted in a restriction of the direction, focus, and
amount of innovation effectively adopted. The result was resistance to change within statelevel institutions and a lack of individual responsibility combining to constrain systems’
flexibility and adaptive capacity.
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Power, agency, and how these interplay in fostering or impeding flexibility, innovation, and
transformation are therefore critical. There is a growing agreement that these are not,
however, necessarily well analysed through a resilience lens. As noted earlier in this
document, it is for instance illustrative to observe from the dozen of definitions of resilience
proposed in the literature, that none contain the terms ‘power’, or ‘political processes’. This
raises some concerns about the ability of resilience (as defined in the current literature) to
provide the right over-arching framework for understanding changes or shocks such as these
induced by disasters and climate changes, and how individuals, communities and societies
manage these changes and their impacts9.

8. Resilience and social protection
8.1. The 3P&T-3D framework
What do these various reflections mean for social protection interventions and more broadly
for any intervention that aims at reducing vulnerability? In order to answer this question we
propose to come back to the 3D resilience framework that was presented in the previous part
of this review and combine it with the Protection-Prevention-Promotion-Transformation (3PT) framework that was developed by Devereux and Sabates-Wheeler (2004) based on
Guhan’s initial work (1994). The 3P-T framework is a conceptual typology that reflects the
fact that social protections interventions can be separated into different categories
(Protection, Prevention, Promotion, Transformation) based on their general objectives and
the types of vulnerabilities they are trying to address. These are presented succinctly below
and presented in greater detail in Table 8.1.
Protective measures include social policies and instruments aiming at protecting
marginalised individuals or groups such as children, orphans, elderly, or disabled people
through the establishment of social welfare programmes – e.g. pension schemes, protection
programmes for children or other at-need groups. In the context of DRR, protective
measures usually refer to instruments associated with shorter-term interventions such as the
distribution of food, or cash, aimed at supporting peoples’ existing coping strategies in the
immediate aftermath of a disaster. Preventive measures are defined as social or disasterlinked policies and other safety net interventions that directly seek to reduce vulnerability of
individual or groups to specific shocks and hazards through for instance unemployment
schemes, insurance, or food and/or cash transfers. Promotive measures include policies and
interventions aimed at enhancing income, capabilities and resilience through activities such
as micro-credit programmes, livelihood diversification programmes, or cash or asset
transfers (e.g. starter packs). Transformative measures include policies and interventions
9

Efforts to complement resilience thinking with power analyses are starting to emerge, however: a recent
example is the analysis of Mark Pelling and David Manuel‐Navarrete (2011) in which these authors combine
Anthony Giddens’s (1984) account of power with resilience to explain how, in social systems, stable
institutional structures can be highly resistant to change, in an attempt to maintain status quo. This rigidity in
the norms and decision making processes can leave little space for alternative visions, and even run the risk of
being insufficiently flexible to be able to deal with emerging threats, such as those connected to climate
change.
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that seek to address concerns of social justice and exclusion through, e.g. promotion of
minority rights or positive discrimination policies to redress discrimination and abuse.

Protective measures
Preventive measures

Preventive measures seek to avert deprivation, and deal directly with poverty alleviation. They include
social insurance for ‘economically vulnerable groups’ – people who have fallen or might fall into
poverty, and may need support to help them manage their livelihood shocks. This is similar to ‘social
safety nets’. Social insurance programmes refer to formalised systems of pensions, health insurance,
maternity and unemployment benefits, often with tripartite financing between employers, employees
and the state. They also include informal mechanisms, such as savings clubs and funeral societies.
Strategies of risk diversification – such as crop or income diversification – are also considered as
preventive measures. More recently new forms of preventive measures in relation to climate change
adaptation and/or disaster risk reduction are emerging such as crop and weather insurance and health
insurance to protect health and livelihood assets (e.g. livestock).
Promotive measures aim to enhance real incomes and capabilities, and promote improved
opportunities and livelihoods, which is achieved through a range of livelihood-enhancing programmes
targeted at households and individuals, such as microfinance and school feeding. They might also
include conditional cash transfers which incentivise investments in human capital by promoting
demand for education and health and help address gender inequalities, public works (indirect) road,
infrastructure, access to credit, asset transfers and livelihood diversification support programmes or
micro-credit for livelihood promotion are also promotive social measures.

Transforma
tive
measures

Protective measures provide relief from deprivation. They are narrowly targeted safety net measures
in the conventional sense –aiming to provide relief from poverty and deprivation to the extent that
promotional and preventive measures have failed to do so. In particular, protective measures include
social assistance for the ‘chronically poor’, especially those who are unable to work and earn their
livelihood. This equates most closely to mainstream ‘social welfare’. Social assistance programmes
typically include targeted resource transfers – disability benefits, single-parent allowances, and ‘social
pensions’ for the elderly poor that are financed publicly – out of the tax base, with donor support,
and/or through NGO projects. Other protective measures can be classified as social services. These
would be for the poor and groups needing special care, including orphanages and reception centres for
abandoned children, feeding camps and provision of services for refugees and Internally Displaced
Persons (IDPs), and the abolition of health and education charges in order to extend access to basic
services to the very poor. In the Disaster Risk Reduction context protective measures also includes
emergency feeding programmes, support for reconstruction, and restocking assets.

Promotive
Measures

Table 8.1 The 3P-T framework

Transformative measures seek to address concerns of social equity and exclusion, such as collective
action for workers’ rights, or upholding human rights for minority ethnic groups. Transformative
interventions include changes to the regulatory framework to protect ‘socially vulnerable groups’ (e.g.
people with disabilities, or victims of domestic violence) against discrimination and abuse, as well as
sensitisation campaigns to transform public attitudes and behaviour and enhance social equity.

Source: Devereux and Sabates-Wheeler (2004); World Bank (2011a)
These categories are not strictly separated and may in effect overlap, as some interventions
do for instance simultaneously ‘promote’ incomes as well as ‘prevent’ deprivation. Public
works projects are examples of these as they aim at both transferring short-term food or cash
(prevention), and building useful long-term infrastructure (promotion). The 3P-T is
nevertheless very relevant, not the least because it encompasses the newly proposed World
Bank social protection framework which relies on the 3P’s: Prevention, Protection, and
Promotion (World Bank 2011a). The inclusion of the additional ‘T’, the transformative
dimension, is also extremely useful as it expands the analysis beyond this now well
established 3P framework and helps focus attention on the relatively neglected area of social
risk and institutional vulnerability.
Combining the 3P-T typology and the 3D resilience framework together allows us to build a
two dimensional assessment matrix (Figure 8.1) that can be used to explore more
systematically the implications of some of the points discussed in the previous sections. In
particular, the matrix provides an innovative analytical framework to evaluate whether or not
social protection programmes (but also other vulnerability-reduction programmes such as
CCA or DRR programmes) contribute to strengthening the resilience of their beneficiaries,
and if so through which dimensions: coping, adapting, or transforming. In the framework the
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vertical 3P-T axis captures the initial objectives of the programmes, while the horizontal axis
reflects the outcomes of these programmes, evaluated in terms of resilience.
Figure 8.1 The 3P&T-3D analytical framework
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To illustrate the use of the framework, we applied it to four particular programmes:
Oportunidades, in Mexico; the Productive Safety Net Programme in Ethiopia; the Child
Support and State Old Age Grants in South Africa and the Challenging the Frontiers of
Poverty Reduction/Targeting the Ultra Poor (CFPR-TUP) programme in Bangladesh. Table
8.2 summarises the result of applying the frameworks to these examples while the section
below provides a more thorough analysis.

31

Table 8.2 Applying the 3P&T-3D analytical framework to four cases studies: (1) = Oportunidades (Formerly Progresa) (2) = PSNP plus
OFSP/HABP (3) = Child Support Grant plus State Old Age Grant (4) = The Challenging the Frontiers of Poverty Reduction/Targeting the Ultra
Poor (CFPR/TUP) programme in Bangladesh
Intervention typology
Protective
1,3, and 4, = Cash to provide
financial security, protect
livelihoods from shocks, improve
nutrition. 2. Cash and food to
provide security, protect
livelihoods from shocks.

Preventative
1. Conditionalities on school
enrolment and attendance, on
consumption of ‘papilla’
supplements, and provision of
free health care under a
subsidised insurance scheme.4.
Beneficiaries are offered free
health care for the two-year
duration of the programme,
including access to major
surgeries, free medication, etc.

Promotive
1. Conditionalities on human
capital investment,
on health checks, safe birth, and
post-natal checks and attendance
to educational pláticas
('Informative classes for mothers)
for mothers and infants.
2.Creation of public assets, and
linkage to the OFSP (now HABP)

Coping
1.Cash used to buy more and better food (Hoddinott
and Skoufias 2004), contributing to improved
anthropometric indicators (Fernald, Gertler, and
Neufeld 2008). 2. When people participate for long
enough, the PSNP transfers are used to maintain
food security and retain assets in areas where there
have been droughts (Berhane, Hoddinott, Kumar,
Tafesse, Diressie, Yohannes, Sabates-Wheeler,
Handino, and Lind 2011). 3. Children of CSG and
SOAG recipients are better nourished, and more
likely to attend school than non-recipients (Duflo
2003; Samson, Lee, Ndiebe, Mac Quene, van
Niekerk, Gandhi, Hangaya, and Abrahams 2004;
Agüero, Carter and Woolard 2007). 4.CTFP-TUP
recipients eat more regularly (Das and Shams 2011)
and are less likely to engage in asset-depleting
activities in the face of a shock than non-recipients.
1. Oportunidades can help families to deal with
unemployment and illness-related shocks without
taking children out of school (de Janvry, Finan and
Sadoulet 2004). The nutritional supplements lead to
better intakes of better intakes of iron, zinc and
Vitamin A when they are taken properly (RamirezSilva, Rivera and Leroy 2008). Oportunidades also
reduces illness among child beneficiaries (Gertler
2004), and has led to increasing demand for health
services (Escobar Latapi and Gonzalez de la Rocha
2008).4.Free health services are a major strength of
the BRAC programme, but it can be difficult for
people to adjust to losing them once they have
graduated (Hashemi and Umaira 2011).
1. Conditionalities can reduce the coping function of
the programme by generating an opportunity cost or
leading some people to drop out, get de-registered,
or self-exclude (Escobar Latapi and Gonzalez de la
Rocha 2008). 2. Where people participate in the
PSNP and the OFSP (pre-HABP), they were found to
be more food secure.

Resilience dimensions
Adapting
1. Recipients invest more in productive investment than
non-beneficiaries, and achieve sustainable increases in
consumption (Gertler, Martinez and Rubio 2005)
(Winters and Davis 2007, cited in Devereux, SabatesWheelers and Guenther 2009). Non-beneficiaries also
benefit from multiplier effects (Barrientos and SabatesWheeler 2009).2. Participants are more likely to
undertake their own business and non-farm activities
(Gilligan, Hoddinott and Tafesse 2008). 3. Grants used
to make savings, invest productively, engage with credit
markets, and strengthen and facilitate access to informal
support networks (Neves, Samsom, M. van Niekerk, I.
Hlathswayo, S. and Du Toit 2009). 4. Money is used to
get access to credit, for children’s education, to pay for
weddings, savings, and to get involved in BRAC
microcredit schemes (Das and Shams 2011; Hashemi
and Umaira 2011)

1.Impacts on educational attainment (as measured by
test scores) are negligible (Behrman, Parker and Todd
2005). 2. When households participate in both the PSNP
and OFSP they are more likely to borrow for productive
purposes, use improved technology and operate in nonfarm activities (Gilligan, Hoddinott et al. 2008). However,
graduation rates are low, and the concept is poorly
understood by beneficiaries (Berhane et al. 2011). 4.
Participants can see major increases in income from use
of the assets provided to them (Das and Shams 2011),

Transforming
3.Transfers may empower people otherwise
excluded by informal support networks (Neves,
Samsom et al. 2009).

1.In Oportunidades, conditionalities on ‘pláticas’
can reduce women´s domestic isolation, while
contributing to their women´s social capital, and
self-confidence (Adato, de la Briere, Mindek and
Quisumbing 2000). However, some worry that the
emphasis on ‘co-responsibilities’ is contrary to a
rights-based focus (Molyneux 2006).4.
Development of new activities led to women being
‘transformed’ from being dependent members of
the household to being earners with better social
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which offers technology packages
and advice 4.Asset transfer, skills
training, mandatory savings
scheme, and the option of taking
out micro-loans.

Transformative
1.Transfer money to mothers to
boost bargaining position of the
woman within the family. 4.
‘Village assistance committees’
(VAC´s) to gain local elite support
and raising of women´s
awareness legal issues relating to
marriage.

and there have also been unintended spillover effects,
as non-beneficiaries emulate beneficiaries by beginning
productive activities (Hashemi and Umaira 2011).
However, people in very vulnerable situations are not
well placed to take advantage of the asset transfers
(Hashemi and Umaira 2011). Meanwhile, most
graduates took out at least one micro-loan, and this led
to improved per capita incomes (Shams, Mahmud et al.
2010), although informal markets do not always offer the
space for a major upsurge of micro-enterprise activity
(Hashemi and Umaira 2011).
4.In one case, a VAC went on to fulfil a number of
services including repairing or building five houses,
installing sanitary latrines and tube wells for TUP
members (Hossein and Matin 2004 cited in Hashemi and
Umaira 2011). At the general level, VACs are essential
to maintain ongoing support for beneficiaries once the
NGO has left, and to ensure local buy-in (Matin,
Sulaiman and Rabbani 2008). Higher levels of social,
legal and political awareness have also increased
chances of female participation in micro-credit schemes
(Shams et al. 2010)

networks and self-confidence.(Hashemi and
Umaira 2011).

1.Transfers can increase female autonomy
(Escobar Latapi and Gonzalez de la Rocha 2008),
although others worry that the strong focus on
women’s role as mothers retrenches traditional
gender inequalities (Molyneux 2006). 4.Poor
women can benefit from the security and
opportunities provided by patronage networks
fostered by the VAC’s (Hossain and Matin 2007),
and awareness of the legal age of marriage has
risen due to the education provided.
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8.2. Oportunidades programme in Mexico
Oportunidades (initially known as Progresa) was introduced in Mexico in 1997 to substitute
for the phasing out of tortilla subsidies and other anti-poverty programmes that were widely
seen as clientelistic and poorly targeted. It is based around the concept of ‘conditionalities’ or
‘co-responsibilities’ whereby beneficiaries (mainly mothers and young children) must ensure
regular attendance to growth controls, educational classes on nutrition and parenting, and
school, as well as timely consumption of nutritional supplements by infants, lactating and
pregnant women. These co-responsibilities are often enforced quite firmly, with the grant
being withdrawn for non-compliance. The programme is targeted, and the amounts of money
given to families vary according to levels of poverty and vulnerability, as well as the school
grade reached by children. Different transfers of money are associated to specific objectives
(e.g. nutrition, food security, education).
We can use the (vertical) dimension of the 3P&T-3D framework to categorise the
programme’s objectives. The protective nature of the programme is reflected in the fact that
the cash transfers are aimed at ensuring financial security and protecting the livelihoods of
the beneficiaries from shocks. At the same time conditionalities on consumption of ‘papilla’
supplement for pregnant and lactating mothers, 4-23 month olds, and underweight 2-5 year
olds all aim at boosting mother and child nutrition, thus contributing to prevention objectives.
This preventive dimension is reinforced by the fact that the beneficiaries are offered access
to free health care under a subsidised insurance scheme. Finally some degree of
transformative intention is present in that the transfers are made purposely to the mothers
(as opposed to the fathers) with the aims to boost women bargaining position within families.
Due to the large number of independent impact evaluations carried out that demonstrated a
positive impact, Oportunidades has been widely considered a successful programme, and
has been continued by different governments and to some extent replicated across Latin
America. Some of these positive impacts can be considered to contribute to the coping
(absorptive) capacity of households. In particular cash transfers were shown to be
consistently used by the beneficiaries to buy more and sometimes better food (Hoddinott and
Skoufias 2004). Another study shows that transfers in Oportunidades are also large enough
to protect child nutrition from price shocks (Gitter, Manley and Barham 2011). Similarly early
studies suggested that Oportunidades is associated with significant reduction in illness
among young child beneficiaries (Gertler 2004) and in child labour (Parker and Skoufias
2000). The capacity of the programme to strengthen the absorptive resilience of households
was also demonstrated when a study showed that with Oportunidades transfers, families can
withstand unemployment and illness-related shocks without taking children out of school (de
Janvry et al 2004).
Other results suggest that Oportunidades also contributes to build beneficiaries’ adaptive
capacity. Two studies show for instance that Oportunidades payments lead to increased
participation in micro-enterprise activities, including investments in animals, land use and
agricultural products, leading to sustained increases in consumption beyond the value of the
cash transfer (Gertler, Martínez and Rubio 2005; Winters and Davis 2007, cited in SabatesWheeler et al 2009). Whether migration is a coping or an adaptive strategy is still being
debated as it is unclear whether an increase (or reduction) in migration should be considered
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‘coping’ or ‘adaptive’10. In any case, two studies on the impacts of Oportunidades on
migration have shown apparently contradictory results – one found an increase (Azuara
2009), the other a reduction in migration of beneficiaries (Stecklov, Winters, Stampini, and
Davis 2005). Less ambiguous is the conclusion of Barrientos and Sabates-Wheeler (2009)
who show multiplier effects among non-beneficiaries, including significantly higher food
consumption, land and livestock ownership in treatment areas than in areas where the
programme was not operating.
Finally, conditionalities on ‘pláticas’ (Informative classes for mothers) helps reduce women´s
domestic isolation, strengthening their social capital, and boosting their self-confidence
(Adato et al. 2000). As such the programme can be seen as strengthening the transformative
capacity of these women. Some evidence was found for instance that men have gradually
accepted female control of money from Oportunidades, and that female autonomy has
increased (Escobar Latapi and Gonzalez de la Rocha 2008). Others worry however that the
strong focus on women’s role as mothers retrenches traditional gender inequalities
(Molyneux 2006) and places additional burdens on women who are responsible for ensuring
that the conditionalities are adhered to.

8.3. The Productive Safety Net Programme (PSNP) and Household Asset
Building Programme (HABP) in Ethiopia
The Productive Safety Net Programme (PSNP) was established in 2005 as a means of
breaking Ethiopia´s dependence on emergency food aid by providing cash and/or food
transfers to vulnerable households in food insecure woredas (districts). These vulnerable
households receive support for several months of the year for up to five years, bridging their
annual food consumption gap, until they are no longer chronically food insecure and are
better able to cope with moderate shocks. At this point, the household is considered to be
food sufficient and is ready to ‘graduate’ from the PSNP (Devereux et al. 2008). The two
components through which transfers are made are as follows: (i) public works – provision of
employment on rural infrastructure projects such as road construction and maintenance,
small-scale irrigation and reforestation; and (ii) direct support – provision of direct
unconditional transfers of cash or food to vulnerable households with no able-bodied
members who can participate in public works projects. To complement the PSNP, the
Household Asset Building Programme (HABP) promotes livelihood development and
diversification (its predecessor was the Other Food Security Programme (OFSP)).
The safety net (protective) function of the PSNP comes via cash and food payments made
through the public works component. These transfers are expected to provide financial
security, protect livelihoods from shocks, and improve nutrition. In addition, unconditional
cash transfers are available for households that are unable to contribute labour. These
households include those with elderly, sick, disabled people, women who are 4 months
pregnant and lactating mothers up to 10 months after birth so long as there is no other able
bodied person in the household who can do the work. The programme also has the potential
to be ‘promotive’ on the basis that it creates assets at the community level (roads, bridges,
soil conservation, bunds, etc) that can dynamise local economies and generate new
opportunities. The link to the HABP, which is demand-driven and offers technology packages
10

Sometimes being able to avoid migration is a positive adaptation.
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and advice, also contributes to strengthen the promotive function of the programme through
linkages to other actors like the Small and Medium Sized Enterprise Development agency.
One problem, though, is that PSNP payments appear to be unpredictable, which stops
beneficiaries from planning around them, thereby limiting the potential promotional function
of the programme (Berhane et al. 2011).
In terms of coping (absorptive) capacity, recent analysis shows that where the definition of
‘treatment’ includes anyone who receives any work at all in the PSNP, the impact on food
security is found to be negligible, but higher where ‘treatment’ is defined as receiving PSNP
and HABP supports (Gilligan et al. 2008). Overall the transfers have been successful at
avoiding famine and protecting food security, assets and livelihoods in areas where there
have been droughts (Berhane et al. 2011) even if the cash payments have been eroded by
food price rises, meaning that many beneficiaries would prefer food transfers (SabatesWheeler and Devereux 2010).
The PSNP was shown to strengthen (to some extent) the adaptive resilience of the
beneficiary households. In particular, studies show that in the cases where households can
participate significantly (i.e. when they get over half of their days work allotted to them) and
where they also participate in the HABP, they are more likely to borrow for productive
purposes (although many struggled to repay loans), use improved technology (e.g. 10.7%
increase in fertilizer use) and engage in non-farm activities (Gilligan et al. 2008). Also access
to public works was shown to increase the chance that people undertake their own business
but slightly reduces labour participation among males (Gilligan et al. 2008). All those are
potentially important elements to build the adaptive capacity of recipients.
While graduation is often presented as evidence of adaptive or even transformative capacity
(see below the BRAC example), it seems that so far, the PSNP graduation rate is generally
low, (probably less than 10% of participants have graduated) (Berhane et al. 2011). Beyond
this no other element of the PSNP seems to contribute to adaptive or transformative
capacity.

8.4. The Child Support Grant and State Old Age Grant in South Africa
The Child Support Grant and State Old Age Grant are two programmes operated as part the
South Africa’s welfare system. Unlike social protection programmes in many other
developing countries, South Africa´s grants are unconditional. The grants have their legacy in
the Apartheid system (the SOAG was started in 1928), which offered welfare to white
populations. The post-Apartheid period has seen an expansion of the grants to include
previously excluded groups. The amounts paid have increased significantly in real terms
since 2001, while the coverage of the CSG has expanded, from all children below seven
years to all children below fourteen years. In practice, the primary caregivers are usually the
children’s mothers. A large part of them are considered to be vulnerable: 76.7% of CSGs are
paid to African women of working age, and 26.3% are African women under the age of 30
(Williams 2007). If the mother is not present, other family members (usually grandparents or
the father) may apply. The SOAG is an unconditional cash transfer targeting all women aged
60 and above, and men aged 65 and above, with single assets under $3500 or combined
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assets under $7000 per year. Both the SOAG and the CSG are protective social protection
programmes in nature11.
In their own terms, most evidence suggests the impacts of these grants are positive, leading
to significant material benefits and often being used in complex ways for livelihood protection
and improvement (du Toit and Neves 2006; Neves et al. 2009; Du Toit and Neves 2009).
Moreover, fears that they create a ‘culture of dependency’ or increase fertility rates have
generally been discounted (Makiwane and Udjo 2006; Makiwane 2010; Neves et al. 2009).
Effectively the two grants programmes have been shown to contribute to reduce the
vulnerability of the beneficiary’s households and to strengthen their coping capacity. More
particular evidence of a significant impact of the CSG on height-for-age of children under 36
months has been documented (Agüero et al. 2007), while for the SOAG programme, a study
shows that when recipients are female, granddaughters have better nutrition (Duflo 2003),
although the same is not true for male recipients and grandsons. Assessment also shows
that cash transfers lead to an average 25% fall in school non-attendance (Samson et al.
2004).
Beyond these, the two programmes also seem to support strategies and behaviours that are
expected to enhance the households’ adaptive capacity. Qualitative research for instance
shows that the poor use these grants to invest in physical, human and productive capital
(Neves et al. 2009) but also to strengthen and facilitate access to pre-existing informal
support networks. The cash was found to lead to higher levels of savings and engagement
with credit systems on favourable terms, as well as to search for better jobs. In fact analysis
of migration shows that prime age adults in households receiving SOAG are much more
likely to migrate than people of other ages, and people of the same age in non-recipient
households. Furthermore, effects are greater for families with lower socioeconomic status
and significantly stronger for female migrants (Sienaert 2007).
Finally, some would argue that these grants provide some element of transformative capacity
in particular when they help mitigating the ‘dark’ side of social capital by providing resources
to people who would otherwise be disempowered within informal networks (particularly
women and single mothers) (Neves et al. 2009). Less positive analyses, however, suggest
that the grants have been used as compensation for high levels of unemployment and the
unwillingness of the government to implement more ‘transformative’ changes to reduce
structural inequality in South Africa (Fryer 2011).

8.5. The Challenging the Frontiers of Poverty Reduction/Targeting the Ultra
Poor (CFPR/TUP) in Bangladesh
In Bangladesh, one of the poorest and most disaster-prone countries in the world, the NGO
BRAC´s ‘Challenging the Frontiers of Poverty Reduction/Targeting the Ultra Poor
(CFPR/TUP) programme was designed in response to the realisation that BRAC´s most
common intervention, micro-credit, was not reaching the ultra-poor. It also attempted to
address the recognition that the ultra-poor are excluded by most government and NGO

11

Indeed although the SOAG is a pension scheme (usually considered as prevention programme), the SOAG is a
non‐contributory pension (unconditional cash transfer). As such it is a protective programme.
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activities, and require targeted interventions to help them graduate (Harriss-White 2005;
Hulme and Moore 2007; Matin et al. 2008).
In the language of BRAC, the CFRP/TUP approach relies on two types of interventions,
those aimed at ‘pushing down’, i.e. instruments designed at securing and bolstering the
livelihoods of the ultra-poor (these could correspond to the 3 P´s in the 3P-T) and ‘pushing
out’, which is aimed at the broader structures that reproduce poverty (this might correspond
to ‘transformation’) (Matin et al. 2008). For this, the CFPR/TUP uses a combination of cash
transfers, asset transfers, skills training, obligatory savings, micro-credit and awarenessraising activities. Participants are usually involved for two years, after which they have the
option of taking out a loan and joining a micro-credit group.
BRAC´s own evaluations of the programme suggest great success in graduation, as 92% of
its beneficiaries moved from extreme poverty to above the extreme poverty line over a sixyear period (Sulaiaman 2009, cited in Hashemi and Umaira 2011). Income impacts of the
programme were found to be significant, particularly for the absolute poorest, who have had
a 43% rise in income (Das and Shams 2011). This success is to some degree related to the
capacity of BRAC staff not just to implement the programme activities but to adjust
components of the programme to changing circumstances. 12
In terms of protection, the CFPR/TUP cash transfers are expected to provide financial
security and protect livelihoods from shocks. These transfers, which are equivalent to 175
Takas/week (US$2) for 6-12 months, only go to the ‘specially targeted ultra-poor group’. The
programme also includes some preventive elements. Beneficiaries for instance are offered
free health care for the two-year duration of the programme, including access to major
surgeries, free medications, etc. The programme complements these preventive elements
with a strong promotive component through asset transfers (usually livestock or seed
capital), combined with skills training (including weekly one-on-one meeting with a BRAC
member of staff), mandatory savings scheme of 10 Takas per week (US$0.1), and enterprise
inputs. Finally, transformative elements are conducted in parallel to the other components
throughout the programme. These transformative elements revolve around the establishment
of ‘village assistance committees’ (VAC´s) to mobilise local elites to meet their traditional
responsibilities by offering advice, help on getting access to state services, protection from
theft, and in making sure children go to school. BRAC staff also organise regular community
workshops to raise women´s awareness of their rights around issues such as the legal age
for marriages, the legal procedure for divorce, and punishment for giving/taking dowry, etc.
In terms of outcomes, there is strong evidence that through its activities the CFPR/TUP
allows the beneficiaries to strengthen their coping capacities. The proportion of ultra-poor
recipients that manage to secure at least two meals regularly per day increased from 46% to
82% during 2007-2009 (Das and Shams 2011). Studies also showed that per capita
expenditure on food increased (Das and Shams 2011) and that the recipient households
were less likely to engage in asset-depleting activities in the face of shocks. However an
earlier evaluation found little impact on child nutrition (Hulme and Moore 2007).

12

For example, BRAC scaled down support for poultry‐rearing as a livelihood when it was realized that this
could expose the ultra‐poor to risks (Matin et al. 2008).
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Beyond strengthening the coping capacities of the recipients, the activities of the CFPR/TUP
also boost their adaptive capacities. Studies show that recipients’ money is invested into
children´s education, even if impacts on education are relatively limited as the programme
does not offer any supply-side intervention (Das and Shams 2011). The recipients are also
able to get access to credit (Das and Shams 2011; Hashemi and Umaira 2011) and after two
years of participation, the beneficiaries are significantly more likely to be engaged in saving,
and to get involved in BRAC microcredit schemes. Thus 69% of CFPR graduates take out at
least one loan, and participation in micro-credit groups is improving the per capita income of
those families (Shams et al. 2010). Levels of social, legal and political awareness are also
shown to increase the chances of female participation in micro-credit schemes (Shams,
Mahmud et al. 2010). The programme does not seem to have any particular impact on
migration (Rabbani, Prakash and Sulaiman 2006) but its focus on agricultural assets seems
to lead to significant increase in income from own farming (Das and Shams 2011). In addition
positive spillover effects are also reported in local areas where the programme is
implemented, as non-beneficiaries start rearing goats to emulate beneficiaries (Hashemi and
Umaira 2011).
In some circumstances the programme has been somehow the victim of its own success13.
Local informal markets for instance do not always offer the space for a major upsurge of
micro-enterprise activity and BRAC often has to intervene to generate markets (Hashemi and
Umaira 2011). Similarly supply of health services does not always increase fast enough to
meet rising demand.
Finally the CFPR/TUP leads to some form of transformative changes. The implementation of
the activities helps a large number of women benefit from shifting from the status of
dependent members of their households to money earners (Hashemi and Umaira 2011).
New social networks of women are established and often endure, which also boosts their
self-confidence (Hashemi and Umaira 2011). For poor women, greater involvement in
patronage networks is a key benefit of the programme, although one would have to see how
this plays out in the long-term (Hossain and Matin 2007). The percentage of women who
know the legal age of marriage has risen from 11% to 31%.

8.6. Summary of the case studies
The four social protection programmes presented above cannot and should not be
simplistically compared like-for-like. Although they all share some objectives such as
providing a safety net and attempting to provide a springboard for the poor to move out of
poverty, they have also been implemented in different contexts, and been framed in different
ways. For example, the primary objective of the PSNP is to provide consistent support to
food-insecure areas and reduce dependency on food-aid, which differs from the emphasis in
Oportunidades on incentivizing human capital investment. The problems facing the countries
are also quite different: the threat of famine is not as pressing in Mexico as it is in Ethiopia,
while South Africa does not have problems of limited school enrolment, which is a typical
justification for conditional cash transfers. Another issue is the need to be careful when
13

Less positive outcomes, in particular in relation to the graduation, were documented as well. It was shown
for instance that gains from graduation can be significantly reduced by the effects of losing the access to the
health care following graduation (Hashemi and Umaira 2011).
39

comparing a programme like BRAC, which attempts to involve protective, preventative,
promotional and to some extent transformational components under the rubric of one
programme, and South Africa´s grants which focus on protection and where promotional or
transformational components are likely be provided under other government policies and
programmes.
Despite this, a number of conclusions can be made about the four programmes. In Mexico,
Oportunidades is generally considered to be a successful programme, thanks partly to the
significant number of robust impact evaluations that have been done on it. It has proved
successful as a safety net to those involved in it, has improved school enrolment and
attendance, and has positively impacted on some nutritional indicators, although stunting and
anaemia remain high in some rural areas of the country. There are, however, still questionmarks over whether the greater educational enrolment is being translated into better
educational outcomes, and the programme faces the challenge of getting a good balance
between the use of conditionalities to maximise positive impacts with the need to be inclusive
to vulnerable people.
Literature on South Africa´s unconditional grants is generally positive, although it can be
argued that the focus on them obscures the need to look at more structural issues that
reproduce inequality and poverty in South Africa. Additionally, when comparing South
Africa´s unconditional grants to other conditional schemes, it is important to acknowledge
that some of the problems that other conditional cash transfers are supposed to remedy,
such as low school enrolment and child labour, are not so significant in South Africa (Neves
et al. 2009). Moreover, another key issue to remember is that the contributions of these grant
programmes to ‘transformative social protection’ are likely to depend on the functioning of
other policies. As Devereux writes, policy changes in South Africa´s post-Apartheid era have
not been limited to the grants, but have included other initiatives such as black economic
empowerment and the safeguarding of rights of vulnerable groups (Devereux 2010a).
Therefore the relative success or failure of these other policies needs to be considered when
considering whether the grants contribute to ‘transformative social protection.’
Meanwhile, the PSNP, in combination with the HABP has been successful in protecting
peoples assets and livelihoods, but less so in bringing about meaningful graduation
(Hoddinott et al. 2011). A recent study also shows that although the PSNP has managed to
improve households’ food security and wellbeing, the positive effects of the programme are
not robust enough to shield recipients completely against the impacts of severe shocks, in
particular drought (Béné, Devereux and Sabates-Wheeler 2012).
Finally, the literature on the CFPR-TUP is more unambiguously positive than on the other
programmes, particularly in achieving graduation. One possible caveat to this is that the
majority of impact evaluations on the CFPR/TUP have been carried out by the BRAC staff
themselves -although their findings were supported by an independent verification (Posgate
et al. 2004, cited in Hossain and Matin 2007) and Hulme and Moore (2007) find no reason to
challenge these findings.
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9. Integrating the 3 P´s and the T and
promoting the 3 dimensions of resilience
A first conclusion of this comparative analysis is that ‘just cash’ can do more than just allow
people to cope with shocks especially if the amounts transferred are large enough. The
strongest evidence for this comes from South Africa´s grants, which are at the upper ends of
social transfers for middle-income countries in terms of the amount transferred (Grosh et al.
2008, cited in Neves et al. 2009), and have been found to be used in a number of complex
ways to improve people´s livelihoods (Du Toit and Neves 2009; Neves et al. 2009). These
uses of grants could potentially contribute to ‘adapting’ or even ‘transforming’ people’s live in
the context of uncertainty and (climatic) shocks if these grants could strengthen or generate
types of livelihood strategies (e.g. migration) that are less vulnerable to these shocks. Yet the
implications of grant usage for climatic vulnerability per se have not been looked at
thoroughly.
In other cases, preventative and promotional measures can be incorporated by linking a
social protection programme with other schemes. For example both the CFPR-TUP and
Oportunidades offer free healthcare to beneficiaries, the former by offering to cover the costs
for the two years that they are closely involved in the programme, and the latter by allowing
beneficiaries free access to the ‘Popular Health Insurance’ scheme. Similarly, linking
protective measures with schemes offering preventative and promotional components can
have clear dividends, as shown by the analysis of the PSNP where beneficiaries who
received both public works opportunities and access to the HABP show improvement in food
security, increase in their likelihood of borrowing for productive use, in using fertilizers and in
participating in non-farm activities (Gilligan et al. 2008).
What is missing, however, is a more rigorous and thorough discussion of the impacts of
these combined interventions in terms of resilience building. Béné et al. (2012) made a first
attempt to address this question by combining the recent discussions on resilience as found
in the social-ecological systems literature -including the different dimensions of resilience, i.e.
buffer capacity, adaptability, transformability (e.g. Nelson, Adger and Brown 2007; Folke et
al. 2010), with the current understanding on shocks and coping strategies as proposed in the
development literature (e.g. Dercon, Hoddinott and Woldehanna 2005; Devereux, 2010b).
Applying this approach in the case of the PSNP, they explore how and to what extent the
PSNP does help to strengthen the resilience of the beneficiaries of the programme. They
made some noteworthy observations. They found for instance that strategies contributing to
the adaptive dimension of households’ resilience (asset building strategies including
investment in education, health, assets and skills) are more strongly linked to income than to
asset wealth, as if people were drawing more on cash than on pre-existing assets to engage
in these strategies. If this result was to be confirmed by other studies, it would substantiate
the hypothesis that cash transfers can be efficient channels to stimulate innovation and
adaptive capacity (ILO 2010; Godfrey Wood 2011).
The BRAC’s CFPR/TUP programme goes further than the others in addressing all
components of the transformational social protection framework under one programme. In
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the process, BRAC’s emphasis on both ‘pushing down’ (Matin et al. 2008) (policies targeted
specifically at the livelihoods of the ultra-poor) and ‘pushing out’ (changing broader structures
and processes that reproduce poverty, in particular by building of the socio-political assets of
the ultra-poor) seems key here. The evidence of positive impacts in terms of graduation,
including asset accumulation, food security, change in subjective poverty and awareness of
legal rights among others, suggests that, to be achieved, resilience needs to be built through
a holistic approach that integrates and implement a variety of interventions. These
interventions should combine protective, preventative, promotional and transformative
measures into a sequential and incremental approach –as represented on Figure 9.1.
Figure 9.1 BRAC Graduation Model
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Source: Redrawn from Hashemi et al. (2011)
Altogether these combined and complementary measures ensure that the outcomes lead to
the strengthening of each of the three dimensions of resilience (absorptive, adaptive and
transformative) and not simply to the adaptive and transformative capacity of these
households. Indeed, the importance of safety nets as the ‘bedrock’ of transformational social
protection and resilience can be seen in the fact that all programmes (and not simply the
CFPR-TUP) have a ‘protective’ component, even those which are strongly focused on
‘promotional’ or even ‘transformative’ outcomes. This suggests that while the ‘protective’
component is insufficient to bring about resilience on its own, it can be a pre-requisite for
preventative, promotional and transformational measures to be effective. As we’ve just seen,
the strongest example of this is the CFPR-TUP, where BRAC addressed the recognition that
their existing promotional interventions (namely micro-credit schemes) were not benefiting
the poorest people. In the CFPR-TUP, cash transfers are then offered to give recipients the
security necessary to invest time and effort in the ‘promotional’ components (e.g. turning the
livestock asset transferred into a viable income-generator) (Matin et al. 2008). Interestingly,
this links directly to the earlier point we made in this document where we argued that
accumulation in period of stability (ensure by absorptive capacity) is crucial to build up
adaptive and/or transformative capacity.
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This said, the key question remains whether the programme has clear and explicit
transformational objectives or not. Like most social protection programmes, the ones
described here have only limited ‘transformational’ measures (with perhaps the exception of
the CFPR-TUP). The CFPR-TUP goes further in looking at ‘transformational’ measures than
the other programmes, for example by raising women´s awareness of their legal rights
regarding marriage, divorce and the dowry system. To some extent this is probably because
in the cases where transformational measures (e.g. minimum wage, anti-discrimination
legislation, upholding of rights) are taken seriously, they are generally dealt with in different
ministries and programmes.
Also relevant in this discussion on transformational changes is BRAC´s concerted effort to
incorporate local elites into the running and maintenance of the CFPR-TUP by forming
‘village assistance committees’ (VACs). This was made as an attempt to address the
exclusion of the ultra-poor from the patron-client networks that the poor tend to use to gain a
degree of livelihood security. In addition, it is an intervention aimed at influencing public
attitudes and behaviour in favour of marginalised groups. This decision marked a break from
BRAC´s traditional focus on attempting to either bypass local elites, or actively confronting
them (Hossain and Matin 2007). The advantages of engaging local elites is that it ensured
the ‘enduring, day-to-day, on-site support’ (Hossain and Matin 2007) that is necessary for the
effective functioning and durability of the programme´s other interventions. For example, the
VAC´s were enlisted with the tasks of providing support for beneficiaries during crises,
ensuring they get access to health services and that children are enrolled in school. It is hard
to say if the VACs have contributed to ‘transformational’ outcomes, but they do seem to have
bolstered protective, preventative and promotional interventions and contributed to
resilience.14
Finally it is also worth noting that ‘linking’ the four components of the transformational social
protection framework in this way can have downsides in the context of programmes that are
either heavily targeted or have high expectations of graduation. Firstly, if additional services
are channelled towards social protection recipients, it may mean that non-beneficiary poor
and vulnerable households may find themselves excluded twice (Escobar Latapi and
Gonzalez de la Rocha 2008). Secondly, gains made from providing ‘preventative’ measures
for beneficiaries whilst they are in a programme can be quickly undermined if those
measures are then removed upon graduation. Hashemi and Umaira (2011) for instance note
that many BRAC beneficiaries suffer from the loss of free healthcare once they have
graduated, and that this poses a significant challenge to graduation.

10. Discussion: resilience, new utopia or new
tyranny?
The initial motivation for this research was the growing role that resilience seems to play in
several different but related arenas: in the academic circles first, where it is becoming (again)
paradigmatic in some disciplines (e.g. ecology); in certain communities of practice, in
particular those where issues of shocks, vulnerability and risks are critical such as disaster
14

Some would argue however that as such it does look more like an attempt to collude with the local elite than to challenge
(really transform) the local power status quo.
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risk management or climate change adaptation. More recently it has become influential in
some other areas of development and vulnerability reduction such as social protection.
Effectively, not only do academics increasingly make reference to it, but practitioners and
NGOs involved in these domains are now exploring the modalities of its implementation in
their programmes. Following these, policy makers, donors and international development
agencies (including DFID, the World Bank, OECD, the WFP, etc.) have also largely
‘appropriated’ the term.
In that context, the objective of our work was to take stock of this growing influence and build
on the most recent reflections proposed in the literature to better understand the pros and the
cons of using the concept. We wanted in particular to go beyond the cloud of rhetorical
statements that surrounds the concept and assess, in a critical manner, its advantages and
limits in relation to DRR, CCA, and SP.
Several reasons can be identified that explain the growing prominence of the concept of
resilience in these domains. First is the fact that applying a resilience framework helps
thinking holistically (i.e. about the ‘system’). In situations where an increasing number of
disasters and shocks are becoming covariate, and where the vulnerability of individuals is
intensified by their social and economic dependence on others – who appear themselves to
be also affected by the same disasters and shocks-, the holistic (systemic) nature of the
concept of resilience and its emphasis on system components’ interdependency is
particularly relevant.
Second, a system-centred concept (such as resilience) also appears particularly pertinent if
we recognise that a large number of the processes and dynamics that now affect people and
the environment (market volatility, population dynamics, biodiversity and environmental
degradation, etc) are cross-scale processes, and characterised by both positive and/or
negative feedbacks. A good illustration of the relevance of a holistic/systemic approach
would be the investigation of the vulnerability of urban slum dwellers. In that case only a
systemic approach would allow capturing and accounting appropriately for the connectivity of
urban processes to dynamics outside the cities, and in particular the strong dependence to
rural dynamics such as rural-urban migration or food and water supplies.
In the context of rural livelihoods, resilience and its emphasis on system and holistic thinking
does also find some resonance in relation to natural resources and the environment. Poor
are recognized to dependent more heavily on natural resources. In that sense the resilience
of a community is inextricably linked to the condition of the environment and the treatment of
its resources. Emphasizing this social-ecological dependence helps defining (or redefining)
more adequately the vulnerable groups (thus improving the targeting process) but also,
possibly, help better designing ‘green’ public works programmes aimed at environmental
rehabilitating or natural resource conserving (such as reforestation, and soil conservation
measures).
In the same line of argument, it is now well recognized that an environment stressed by
unsustainable practices may experience more severe environmental hazards. For instance,
large-scale deforestation has been shown to have been a key factor in increasing the
flooding hazard in the 1998 floods in China (Wisner et al., 2004), and loss of coastal
wetlands is known to be a contributing factor to the severity of impacts of tropical storms and
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hurricanes on coastal zones (Folke et al. 2005). Resilience thinking is therefore useful to
ensure that the social-ecological links are recognised and better included in disaster risk
reduction interventions.
The resilience interest in complex systems has some further value for social protection. With
rapid migration across nation-state (system) boundaries, many of those most in need of
social protection measures may well be from outside the system and there will be challenges
for national governments to weigh up needs and interests of their own citizens and migrants.
If the system is defined as the nation state we may well see resilience coming to endorse
more nationalistic approaches to social protection. But equally, resilience theory could argue
the case for more transnational approaches, and to debate about labour, food systems
across national boundaries.
Finally, the idea behind resilience appears also remarkably ‘intuitive’ and attractive. Talking
about ‘strengthening disaster-resilient communities’, or ‘building climate-resilient
infrastructure’ sounds ‘right’. As such, resilience is becoming a policy narrative (as opposed
to simply a technical concept dealt with by scholars interested in impact of shocks on
systems) that offers the ability to bring people (practitioners, policy makers), organisations
with different initial agendas, and communities of practice from different sectors, together
around the same table with the unique objective of ‘strengthening resilience’. This broker
capacity is a great advantage which has already been recognised and used by several
international development agencies and multilateral donors to create multi-sectoral
collaboration. A good example of this is the recently launched ‘Resilience Project’ which uses
the resilience concept as a platform to ”share knowledge, foster policy dialogue, and field
level collaboration” (SDC and WFP 2011). In our specific context, this role of policy
integrating narrative may appear to be a useful complement to the adaptive social protection
concept in that it can help integrating SP, DRR, and CCA. It seems central to all three and,
therefore, of common interest to those working on these issues, providing them with
opportunities to work together in supporting an integrating agenda.
But these two functions presented above (the technical role as a pertinent concept to
characterize dynamic systems and the use as an intuitive policy discourse) are distinct and
should remain separated. Mixing or even confounding them is part of the problem as it does
not necessarily help assessing correctly the concept. As we noted, part of the appeal of the
concept is that resilience has an everyday meaning that is intuitively understood. But the
confusion of this specific technical meaning with the everyday connotations is also part of its
weakness. In particular when resilience enters public policy debates it has all sorts of
connotations from its more everyday meaning and usage – of rigidity, stoicism, self-sacrifice
– that many resilience theorists would argue are not what is captured in the technical concept
of resilience. We therefore need to separate our use of resilience as a technical concept and
its application to social development, from our use of the discourse of resilience within social
development (and associated public policy arenas).
Resilience is not a panacea, and, as this document (along with others) has shown, the
concept has its limitations. Starting from the least severe, it is important to keep in mind the
fact that, although intuitive, the concept of resilience still remains relatively complex and
particularly difficult to operationalise and/or to measure (Béné, Mills, Ovie, Raji, Tafida,
Kodio, Sinaba, Morand, Lemoalle, and Andrew 2011). There is therefore a risk that adopting
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a resilience approach makes things over-complicated without necessarily offering an easy
analytical framework. The multiplication of definition, their evolving nature, and the necessity
to consider scales and other issues (the now famous “resilience of what to what”) means that
reframing issues into a resilience framework may not always be the most appropriate
approach. It may overcomplicate the analysis and add up layer of complexity or questions
where these are not necessary to answer the initial question: For instance, do we necessarily
need to adopt a resilience framework to analyse the potential role of social protection
programmes to strengthen the adaptive capacity of the recipients? Through her
comprehensive review, Godfrey Wood (2011) illustrates that the answer is no...
There are also concerns with the theory of resilience, and how the concept is applied in
certain academic disciplines as specific concept, with clearly defined meanings and
application. Some of the problems we are encountering with the uptake of the theory of
resilience can be related to a partial reading of this theory. But many advocates of resilience
theory would also argue that too much is now expected from resilience. For them, resilience
does not address many of the concerns of social development. Rather than trying to mould
resilience to meet these needs and thereby losing the core elements of resilience theory,
they would argue that resilience needs to be supplemented by other more socially-grounded
theory (see in particular Armitage et al. in press who discuss the potential role of the concept
of well-being to complement resilience).
Another important potential issue highlighted in this report is the need to move away from the
either/or discourse adopted at the present time in the literature where the three dimensions
of resilience (stability, adaptability and transformability) are presented as antagonistic and
excluding each other. This way to conceptualise resilience is not necessarily the most
appropriate one: the potential synergy (as opposed to trade-off or even opposition) between
these three dimensions need to be acknowledged and more systematically built upon. In
particular the role of stability as necessary condition for the creation or accumulation of
assets and capital (financial but also human, institutional and social) is currently overlooked –
or even dismissed- in the name of flexibility and adaptability. While the recognition that
systems are not in immutable equilibriums does represent a definite progress in our
understanding and conceptualisation of social-ecological systems, the current emphasis on
adaptability misses the point. Accumulation of assets in period of stability (ensured by
resistance) is crucial to build up adaptive and transformative capacity. Mainstreaming
resilience in social protection programme means, therefore, including interventions that
strengthen the three components (resistance, adaptability, transformability) of households
and communities, not simply their adaptability. It is interesting to make the connection here
with the conclusions highlighted from the BRAC’s CFPR-TUP programme where the positive
impacts in relation to graduation were related to the fact that the programme combines
protective, preventative, promotional and transformative measures, and that these were
shown to support the three dimensions of resilience: stability, adaptation and transformation.
The last point on graduation points to another important issue. When resilience is used to
support a growth agenda, as is the case with social protection and graduation, it is important
to remember that although interventions can support resilience, it is not their central aim. The
primary objective of social protection is to reduce poverty and manage vulnerability.
Supporting the growth agenda by promoting resilience to enable graduation is a secondary
objective and part of a growth rather than a poverty reduction agenda. Many social
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protection programmes (for example the PSNP) however, have graduation as a central aim.
Politics play an important part in cases like this, where concerns over dependency and
recurrent expenditures on social protection drive the call for social protection to be
‘productive’ and ‘graduate’ beneficiaries off social protection schemes. Others, however, take
a different view. The programme Bolsa Familia in Brazil, for example, does not include
graduation as a central aim as it was felt it is important to make a distinction between
graduation which is seen as an economic and growth intervention, and poverty and
vulnerability reduction which are more social policy objectives. This discourse on the politics
and policy choices made in relation to resilience and graduation is not well articulated and
documented in the current graduation literature but is a question that needs to be examined
further.15
Perhaps the biggest potential danger with respect to resilience is that it starts to become the
new (ruling) paradigm imposed by policy makers and donors as a compulsory component of
each and every project they fund or support. In that sense some would fear the emergence
of a ‘new tyranny’, as it has been the case with the participatory approach (Cooke and
Kothari 2001).
There is therefore an urgent need amongst donor, academics and practitioners to recognise
that resilience is neither good, nor bad. Or more correctly, that it can be good but it can also
be bad. It would be extremely useful for instance to start talking about ‘bad resilience’ (the
same way that people were/are talking about good or bad governance). A ‘good’ example of
‘bad resilience’ would be a long-standing and authoritarian regime which manages to
maintain its authority over a country despite many internal or external attempts to bring more
democracy. By the very definition of resilience this regime is resilient. Of course if torture and
repression have been the means by which the regime has maintained itself in power, this is a
good but easy example of bad resilience. But what if this regime is the regime that emerged
from the independence war and that maintained itself for the last 27 years essentially
because a majority of rural poor farmers benefited from the agrarian reform that it had initially
introduced? If you are a poor farmer, the regime resilience may appear positive. If you are a
young well-educated student who was raised in a city and dreams of rapid economic
changes, the resilience of the old, clientelistic regime may look slightly more negative.
As a corollary, resilience should not be used as a normative concept to characterise
intervention objectives, even if talking about ‘strengthening disaster-resilient communities’, or
‘building climate-resilient infrastructure’ sounds initially ‘right’. At the present time however,
there seems to be a tendency to ‘romanticise’ the concept of resilience, and a growing
number of non-governmental and/or international development organisations seem to have
adopted ‘building’ or ‘strengthening resilience’ as the new ultimate objective of development.
This form of ‘positivism’ is dangerous for several reasons. First, because, as we just showed.
it may not always be possible to determine whether resilience is good or bad. Second,
because there is some risk of manipulation (conscious and intended apolitisation of the
issue). In particular in the context of climate change adaptation there is a real danger of misuse, or abuse of the term, as it seems to be increasingly co-opted to accommodate rather
than challenge forms of development that are implicated in human-caused climate change
15

A forthcoming Community of Practice on graduation, to be hosted by the Centre for Social Protection at IDS
in the last quarter of 2012, will explore this issue of the politics of graduation in more detail.
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and other global environmental problems: ‘Let’s continue business as usual, but make sure
that communities are more resilient to the shocks created by our model of economic
development.’ Third, because this ‘positivisation’ of the concept of resilience may also
increase the chance of genuine (naive) ignorance of the potential risk of negative (bad)
resilience and create more harm than positive change. Increasing the resilience of a group
of households is not usually a neutral intervention. It may be at the expenses of another
group. Introducing institutional, economic or social changes in the name of resilience building
is likely to create winners and losers, and ignoring the politics of resilience will lead to
disappointment, false expectation, or even conflicts.
In relation to poverty and the potential use of resilience as a normative concept in the domain
of human development, a closer look reveals also that there is no relation between poverty
alleviation and resilience building. Resilience is poor-neutral; in other words, it is not a propoor concept; nothing in it makes it specifically linked to the poor (except perhaps that the
poor are often presented/assumed to be more vulnerable, or less resilient, than others). And
this last assumption is exactly where the concept of resilience starts falling apart. Indeed, in
contrary to what people seem to believe, households can be very poor and very resilient. In
fact many empirical social and anthropological studies suggest that to be poor and to survive
you almost certainly have to be resilient (e.g. Sen 1999; Wood 2003). This means that the
whole discourse about how it is important to build resilience as a tool for poverty alleviation is
flawed: there is no direct and obvious way out of poverty through resilience. Ultimately,
development should therefore remain about poverty alleviation and wellbeing, not about
resilience building. In that context redirecting part of the (decreasing) development effort and
resources toward resilience may indirectly be detrimental from a poverty alleviation
perspective.
One way out of this fate would be to ensure that resilience analysis takes into account
agency, inequity and the power dynamics (the issue of losers and winners) that explain why
and how increasing one person’s resilience may be at the detriment of another’s. There are
some early conceptual attempts to couple theories of resilience and power as this paper has
shown, but these are ad-hoc. Another way to bring these power and inequity concerns more
systematically into resilience thinking would be to incorporate them directly into the definition
of resilience, and to recognise that resilience can be good or bad. A definition that captures
those elements would be one where:
‘Good Resilience is the ability of a system to accommodate positively adverse
changes and shocks, simultaneously at different scales and with consideration of all
the different components and agents of the system, through the complementarities of
its absorptive, adaptive and transformative capacities’.
Aside from incorporating distributional issues between different components at different
scales, this definition also makes explicit reference to good resilience (thus implicitly
distinguishing between good and bad resilience) and captures some of the earlier points
made in this paper, in particular the fact that resilience emerges from the interactions
between its three dimensions (buffer capacity, adaptability and transformability). Building on
this definition, an appropriate resilience-centred programme becomes one that (a) fosters
synergies and complementarities between the three components of resilience instead of
simply focusing on one of these components possibly at the detriment of the others, and (b)
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considers issues of impacts of shocks but also impact of resilience interventions across the
different groups and different components of the system, at different scales.

11. Take-home messages for practitioners and
policy makers
What are the take-home messages that this analysis suggests for policy makers and
practitioners working on resilience? We identified seven main ones:


Resilience thinking can help better incorporate the social-ecological linkages between
the vulnerable groups and ecological services on which they depend, thus
contributing to a more adequate targeting of (future) vulnerable groups.



By emphasizing the importance of scale and boundaries, resilience also offers some
value for social protection in relation to ‘spatial’ processes, such as rural-urban, or
trans-boundary, migration.



Being a term that is used (loosely) in a large number of disciplines, resilience can be
a very powerful integrating concept that brings different communities of practice
together.



Although it is appealing, one should not rely on the term too heavily. It is not a
panacea and certainly not the new catch all for development. Instead, it needs to be
considered more carefully, especially with the recognition of ‘good’ and ‘bad’
resilience.



On the basis of this, practitioners need to step back, consider the objectives of their
interventions and then consider how resilience may support or actually hinder these
objectives.



In particular, a resilience-based systems approach might end up leading us towards
abandoning interest in the poor(est) for the sake of system level resilience.



The politics of resilience (who are the winners who are the losers of ‘resilience
interventions’) need to be recognised and integrated more clearly into the current
discussion.
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