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Introduction

Resilience has recently become an important concept in local 
governance. 

It helps to define the capacity of an area to cope in the face of 
emergencies such as floods, epidemics and earthquakes, as well 
as to adapt to stresses and strains like long-term demographic 
change, slow economic growth and poor access to housing or 
infrastructure.

Its flaw is that it is a relatively “thin” concept. It tends to treat these 
trends in isolation, rather than taking a holistic view of a place with 
all the complexity and interconnected challenges it may contain. 
It also tends to see technocratic solutions to individual problems, 
rather than seeing democratic collaboration between state, civil 
society and citizens as the means for enacting lasting, meaningful 
change.   

This paper outlines a “thick” understanding of resilience.  

In “Managing Floods”, we discussed how a tool like RainGain could 
be implemented through local partnerships between councils, 
communities and citizens.

RainGain – flood prediction technology that can be used by 
engineers and citizens – could lead to more resilient flood 
responses, increased citizen engagement and better sharing of 
information throughout communities. 

However, we have subsequently found that flooding tends to be 
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treated in isolation from the wider context of a local area, making 
the case for a tool like RainGain more challenging. 

This LGiU provocation is intended to stimulate a more productive 
debate about resilience in the 21st century, which puts local 
democracy at the heart of the concept. It advances five theses 
about resilience in local governance that we intend to investigate 
over the coming months.

  Resilience should be positive, proactive and 
oriented towards the long-term. This means finding 
a different way of thinking about infrastructure, planning 
and development so that more areas of public life are 
interconnected.

  Resilience is social and political, as well as 
technical. Governance and power structures within 
public organisations need to adapt to allow new ways 
of working, sharing of knowledge, and collaboration. 
This will mean looking at the effect of hierarchies and 
employee engagement, as well as different forms of 
ownership.

  Democratic engagement provides a greater capacity 
to adapt over the long-term than technocratic 
management. Though crisis response may rely on 
expertise and technical implementation, democracies are 
better able to respond to changes across a whole area 
and throughout public and private life.

  Resilience requires more effective use of knowledge 
and better understanding of places. Community 
networks and assets can be extremely valuable for 
sharing knowledge and enabling citizens to develop a 
collective vision of the places we want to live.  
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  Resilience needs to incorporate and manage 
unpredictability and randomness. This is more 
routine in the natural sciences, particularly where tools 
like RainGain are concerned. Research in the social 
sciences, on the other hand, tends to follow a more 
deterministic route. Resilience should blend these two 
areas together. 



“If resilience is about a 
better understanding of the 
vulnerabilities of a place 
then it has to be less of a 
technocratic exercise and 
more of an exercise  
in democracy.”
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The resilience of a city is often depicted as its capacity to return 
to normality following a crisis. The Rockefeller Foundation, for 
example, has established a network of “100 Resilient Cities” that 
seeks to investigate and to share ideas about how urban areas 
can best ensure they survive and thrive in the face of stresses 
and strains. They define resilience as the capacity of citizens, 
communities, companies, and governance to respond to, anticipate 
and potentially to benefit from shocks and stresses. 

In her book, The Resilience Dividend, Judith Rodin follows this 
definition and identifies five characteristics of resilience. She 
argues that resilient systems are aware, diverse, integrated, self-
regulating, and adaptive. She goes on to separate structural and 
natural from social resilience.

This separation tends to rely solely on institutions being able to 
gather expertise and to deploy resources quickly and effectively 
in an emergency. It is a relatively “thin” concept, however, in 
that it refers to “the ability to thrive when bad things happen”1 in 
key areas and in the short-term. It imagines that serious events 
like a flood can be addressed in isolation from their wider socio-
economic context. 

But there is also a “thick” understanding of resilience, which is 
more holistic, positive, proactive and oriented towards the longer-
term. This “thicker” resilience needs to draw together a wider range 
of actors to engage communities in their own governance, to share 
information, make decisions and control resources. 
1 Blastland, M & Spiegelhalter, D (2013) The Norm Chronicles: Stories and 
Numbers about Danger London: Profile Books

21st century resilience
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If resilience is about a better understanding of the vulnerabilities 
of a place, as some research argues2, then it has to be less of a 
technocratic exercise and more of an exercise in democracy. 

The relationship between citizens and the state is still undergoing 
quite profound shifts in the early 21st century, while local 
government is adjusting to new demands and challenges. At the 
same time there are profound changes taking place in technology 
that present challenges, as well as enormous opportunities. In this 
context resilience should involve a more profound rethink of how 
we collectively approach infrastructure, development and growth.

Rather than coping and surviving in a crisis, we suggest that 
resilience could be about shaping and designing places. This thick 
definition is closer to Walker et al’s definition of resilience as the 
“capacity to create a fundamentally new system when ecological, 
economic or social structures make the existing system untenable”3.

Resilience in the 21st century will be a useful concept if it 
encapsulates how institutions, communities, and cities are 
interconnected across and within places. It is where these three 
areas come together that complex local challenges are solved 
and it is here that we can start to build up a deeper, more positive, 
proactive and long-term oriented idea of resilience. 

This will involve collective and collaborative engagement between 
all parts of the public realm. Crucially it will involve a clearer idea of 
how these parts interact smoothly. 

Understanding resilience in this way brings another interesting 
dimension to the devolution debate, which is the central debate in 
British politics today and is actively discussed across North West 
Europe. By giving people greater control over decision making 
2 Brown, K & Parper, C (2014) Resilient Cities: A Grosvenor Research Report New 
York: Grosvenor
3 Walker, B. Holling, C.S. Carpenter, S. & Kinzig, A (2004) “Resilience, adaptability 
and transformability in social-ecological systems” in Ecology and Society vol. 9, no. 2
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and by organising governance in a manner less dependent on an 
outdated frameworks that keep power in the centre, we can seek 
to develop the adaptability, intelligence, and interconnectivity that 
resilience is founded on.

We will look at institutions, communities, and citizens in turn in 
order to pose questions about what resilience might mean for each 
of them.



“Recent research 
suggests that widespread 
internal dialogue, flatter 
hierarchies, and higher 
levels of employee 
engagement can help to 
increase effectiveness  
and productivity.”
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To build a place-based picture of resilience, we need to ask 
questions about the role of public institutions in those places and 
how they relate to citizens and communities. We also have to 
accept that operational resilience is only one part of the picture – it 
is necessary but insufficient.

Public institutions are not just providers of services and implementers 
of policy. They play a far more fundamental role, akin to Bernard 
Crick’s4 definition of politics as a means to reconcile competing 
interests by giving them a stake in power. Reduced access to 
funding and resources, combined with big social challenges 
and changing demands of citizens on the state require greater 
responsiveness and adaptability. 

Deepening the relationship with citizens and communities is a 
primary goal for resilient institutions. In a recent paper Matthew 
Lawrence argued that inequality of access to the political process 
“insulates political decision-makers from responding – or being 
perceived to respond – effectively to the whole public.”5 This is 
profoundly important for resilience if it is to be responsive and 
holistic within a place as a whole. Canetti et al have also found that 
the public perception of leaders and trust in institutions is a key part 
of resilience.6 

There are tensions to manage with greater democratic engagement. 
4 Crick, B (2005) In Defence of Politics London: Continuum
5 Lawrence, M (2015) Political Inequality: Why British politics must be reformed 
and revitalised London: IPPR
6 Canetti, D. Waismel, M. Cohen, N. & Rapaport, C (2014) “What Does National 
Resilience Mean in a Democracy? Evidence from the United States and Israel” in 
Armed Forces & Society vol. 40 no. 3 pp.504-520

Resilient institutions
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One of democracy’s in-built tendencies is that its strength and 
adaptability only really becomes apparent over the long-term, while 
in the short-term it appears inefficient, indecisive, and prone to crisis. 

David Runciman argues that “democracies are caught between 
their impulse to precipitate action and their instinct to wait. There is 
no equilibrium between these two states of mind.”7

The political cycle is a key part of this apparent defect, as is the 
expectation that citizens have of their representatives to deliver 
simple answers that do not cost too much. Big solutions to long-
term problems are difficult, whereas quick fixes, though superficial, 
are easier to implement.   

Politicians are not entirely in charge of their own destiny, though. 
They are subject to economic constraints and social movements, 
and they are held to account for the decisions they make by 
various parts of the government apparatus. All of which restrict 
their ability to act decisively. 

Runciman goes on to argue that democracies cope well over the 
long-term due to the pressures of democratic life, and their inherent 
adaptability.   

But another vital aspect of institutional resilience speaks to the 
mechanics of the organisation itself. 

There is a large body of literature on the resilience of organisations8, 
both public and private. Newnham and Cask, for example, identify 
nine indicators of organisational resilience9:

7 Runciman, D (2013) The Confidence Trap: A history of democracy in crisis from 
World War I to the present London: Princeton UP
8 Boin, A. Comfort, L. K. & Demchak, C. C. (2010) Designing Resilience Pittsburgh, PA: 
University of Pittsburgh Press; Valikangas, L. (2010) The Resilient Organisation: How 
Adaptive Cultures Thrive even when Strategy Fails London: McGraw-Hil
9 Newnham, C & Crask, J (2013) “A Perspective on Organisational Resilience” 
in Cole, J [ed.] Measuring the resilience of cities: Proceedings of the Conference 
Measuring the Resilience of Cities: The Role of Big Data pp.41-47
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  shared values and purpose  

  situational awareness  

  research and development  

  staff (commitment, engagement, behaviours, capabilities 
and  capacity) 

  innovation and creativity  

  social capital  

  understanding of networks and dependencies  

  exercised/stress-tested strategies  

  operational processes designed to protect the organisation.  

Dominant models of management, corporate governance and 
ownership have gone through regular cycles of change. In the 
late 19th century socio-economic changes led to the rise of large, 
publicly owned corporations in the UK. These organisations 
entailed new kinds of management practices and new forms of 
relationship between workers and owners, which superseded 
small, family owned enterprises.  

We are seeing an analogous shift take place in the early decades 
of the 21st century, with small and medium sized enterprises 
flourishing and an emphasis on ‘start-ups’. Rigid hierarchies are 
giving way to more flexible working practices. 

There is a wide literature that suggests levels of innovation improve 
in organisations with greater worker autonomy and engagement, 
where employees have greater control over decisions made. 
Recent research suggests that widespread internal dialogue, flatter 
hierarchies, and higher levels of employee engagement can help 
to increase effectiveness and productivity10.
10 O’Leary, D. (2014) “Good jobs and the productivity puzzle” in Ralph Scott ed. 
Good Jobs: A Demos and PWC essay collection London: Demos pp.75 - 83
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In his work on 21st century firms11, William Davis argues that wider 
diversity of forms of ownership and governance could increase 
autonomy and reflect a more socially aware perception of what 
organisations are for. 

We have not, by and large, seen this take place in local government.

Local authorities are exhorted to become “learning organisations”, 
that are “person-centred”, or “whole-systems oriented”. This will 
only be achieved through a decisive shift towards less hierarchical 
and more flexible governance structures within public organisations. 

Radical change in this area is no doubt challenging when demands 
are increasing and resources reducing. Yet it should be a part of a 
consideration of long-term resilience. 

11 Davies, W. (2009) Reinventing the firm London: Demos
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Case study: Rotterdam
Rotterdam, with flooding as its most significant threat, was one 
of the first of the Rockerfeller “Resilient Cities”. There is a large, 
diverse population in the city, which is currently going through 
a transition to a new economy reliant on digital skills and new 
leadership, so education and training are a priority for the future.

Good governance and citizen engagement are a central part of the 
flood strategy it has been developing. Starting from the perspective 
that the city government reaches its limits to do it alone, the 
resilience team recognised the need for citizens to develop better 
and healthier water management. Half of the city is privately 
owned, yet they need more than just the publicly owned half to 
successfully manage the water system.

The city can subsidise some initiatives, like green roofs or 
drainage, but it also relies on citizens and actual engagement 
to be properly effective. There are some challenges in terms of 
emergency planning. It is estimated that only 15 per cent of the city 
will actually be able to fully evacuate in an emergency, so there is a 
need to develop safe havens and refuges within the city for the rest 
of the population. 

The challenge is to find the right channels through which people 
engage and the right messages to use. A large, city-wide solution, 
is actually made up of small measures, argues the Chief Resilience 
Officer, Arnoud Molenaar, and it is more manageable for people to 
engage on the smaller scale. 

In the longer term new forms of energy provision are necessary, 
as well as a new way of looking at infrastructure. The resilience 
team is working with research and education institutions, to retain 
students so that there is a mix of incomes and, crucially, retained 
knowledge in the city. Additional focus areas are cyber resilience 
and the challenge to develop the most appropriate governance.



“Rather than institutions 
mapping and analysing 
vulnerable communities 
to assess their needs, 
why not make the tools 
available so that people 
can be empowered to tell 
their own stories, helping 
to create the city that they 
want to live in?”
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Resilience within communities is about building power from within, 
supporting community initiatives and giving them proper access to 
political institutions. 

There is a wide body of research showing that community assets 
and social networks are one of the most important factors in 
helping a place recover.

Aldrich12 shows that “Recovery from natural and other disasters 
does not depend on the overall amount of aid received nor on 
the amount of damage done by the disaster; instead, social 
capital – the bonds which tie citizens together – functions as 
the main engine of long term recovery.” Tobin et al show in their 
research13 that widespread, dense social networks tend to increase 
resilience within communities that experienced shock events, 
while O’Sullivan et al have demonstrated that social networks and 
infrastructure are mutually reinforced during a crisis14.

They are also crucial for long-term resilience.

Trends such as unemployment, inequality, and shifts in demography 
and population, lead to specific challenges that play out within 
12 Aldrich, D (2010) “Fixing Recovery: Social Capital in Post-Crisis Resilience” in 
Journal of Homeland Security vol. 6 pp. 1-10
13 Tobin, G. Whiteford, L. Murphy, A. Jones, E. & McCarty, C. (2014) “Modeling 
Social Networks and Community Resilience in Chronic Disasters: Case Studies 
from Volcanic Areas in Ecuador and Mexico” in Gasparini, P. et al. (eds.), Resilience 
and Sustainability in Relation to Natural 13 Disasters: A Challenge for Future Cities 
SpringerBriefs in Earth Sciences
14 O’Sullivan, T. Kuziemsky, C. & Corneil, W. (2013) “Unravelling the Complexities 
of Disaster Management: A Framework of Critical Social Infrastructure to Promote 
Population Health and Resilience” in Social Science and Medicine, Vol. 93, pp.238-236

Resilient communities
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specific communities. But communities are not passive. They are 
one of the key agents of change that help to overcome those 
challenges; those with wide-ranging social assets and networks 
are likely to see better long-term economic and social outcomes15. 

One aspect of resilience planning, therefore, should be to 
consider how relationships and networks can be established 
and strengthened within specific places in the long-term. There 
are many ways institutions can help to do this, but it will require 
a different perception of their role as more facilitative. Crucially 
this also depends on a level of trust between institutions and 
communities that is arguably lacking16.

Resilient communities need the tools to understand the places 
they live and to effect change in those areas, as well as better 
understanding of how they are affected by long-term and short-
term developments. In “Managing Floods” we outlined several case 
studies that demonstrate work in local government to provide these 
tools and forums for communities. 

The Flood Resilience Community Pathfinders in Rochdale, 
Warwickshire, Northamptonshire, Cornwall and Calderdale, among 
others, demonstrate ways that information and networks can be 
fostered to increase resilience. But there are many other ways this 
can be done.

Technological developments, including in open source software, 
have increased the opportunities to deepen this interaction. These 
have taken root in communities and are being pursued by many 
institutions. The trouble is that there is little to bridge the gap.

Many argue that public organisations should use open-source 
data by default, as many are already doing in a health care setting. 
This would get around barriers such as licensing that arise when 
15 Co-Operative Councils Network (2015) Unlocking our wealth: Report of Commission on 
Community Resilience, Jobs and Growth
16 Koehler, I (2014) “The Social Council” in Municipal Futures London: LGiU
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sharing data and systems. But it may also be the only way 
that long-term public service goals like health and social care 
integration will be commercially and technologically viable.   

The NHS has set up an open source software company for 
health and social care as a Community Interest Company that 
is researching data and software solutions to the integration 
challenge.

But, as LGiU argued in “Technology and Town Halls”, successful 
deployment of technology in an area like resilience is largely 
dependent on communities and governance coming together. 
The next step should be to make data available to communities 
so that those affected can be instrumental in using, collecting and 
understanding it.

Rather than institutions mapping and analysing vulnerable 
communities to assess their needs, why not make the tools 
available so that people can be empowered to tell their own 
stories, helping to create the city that they want to live in?

Other tools under development, such as RainGain, may help to 
increase the capability of flooding engineers to predict the effects 
of rainfall in incredibly fine detail. Lack of resources constrains 
the ability of councils to take on and manage a new tool like this 
in-house, however, while few individuals have the capacity and 
expertise to do so themselves. The promise of new tools and 
technology to increase overall resilience will only be realised in 
partnership with communities. 



“There are numerous 
models of behaviour 
change...Very few take 
a holistic approach that 
sees the behaviour 
of communities, 
institutions and citizens as 
interconnected. ”
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Citizens are fundamental to the resilience of an area. They use 
the services, produce the infrastructure, live, and work together in 
places large and small. They are affected by the stresses, strains 
and crises, and collectively produce the responses to them. Their 
role should be more than an afterthought to any resilience strategy. 

There is evidence showing that instances of mental health 
problems increase following major flooding events17 and that 
psychosocial resilience is, to a large extent, dependent on peoples 
family and community networks, as well as to the social assets that 
they have access to. 

The “thick” understanding of resilience advanced in this paper 
indicates, however, that inclusivity and democracy need to be 
central to the long-term planning and functioning of an area or a 
city. We should not look at citizen engagement as just another 
small aspect of crisis recovery. It is essential to counteract the 
development of chronic problems related to demography, housing, 
infrastructure, and inequality in the first place. 

Poorer and more vulnerable citizens are all too often left out of 
these debates and rarely have a say about what they want their 
cities, towns and local areas to be like. 

Faced with the imperative to “do more with less”, many public 
institutions have searched in recent years for strategies to motivate 
certain behavioural traits among citizens. By “nudging” them  
 
17 Murray, V. Caldin, H. Amlot, R. Stanke, C. Lock, S. Rowlatt, H. & Williams, R. 
(2011) The effects of flooding on mental health London, Health Protection Agency.

Resilient citizens
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towards the correct behaviour, in Thaler & Sustein’s famous 
phrasing18, governments could avoid the cost, inefficiency and 
waste entailed in simply compelling people to act a certain way. 

While this is an appealing tactic for small tweaks in how we interact 
with our institutions or use public services, it is insufficient as a 
means of tackling large, intractable social problems.

There are numerous models of behaviour change, almost all of 
which take public authorities as a starting point and envisage ways 
that they can act on passive communities. Very few take a holistic 
approach that sees the behaviour of communities, institutions and 
citizens as interconnected. 

Behaviour change that actually deepens our collective resilience 
would apply in all three of these areas and, crucially, would take 
effect where they meet. 

Citizens are more inclined to engage with issues when there is 
an immediate and visible threat. Some of the long-term stresses 
and strains that resilience deals with, such as climate change or 
increased risk from flooding, may not be clear and present enough 
for a large number of people to engage in a productive way. It may 
be productive to think of citizen resilience as a mind-set, as a way 
of thinking about the places we live in. 

In Don’t Even Think About It19, George Marshall investigates 
why human psychology makes us more likely to ignore a huge 
existential threat like climate change, even though we know it is out 
there. He suggests that what is missing from the discourse around 
climate change is the common threat it poses to us as groups. 

While it is tricky to conceive of a threat to the whole of humanity 
18 Thaler, R. & Sustein, C. (2009) Nudge: Improving Decisions About Health, 
Wealth and Happiness London: Penguin
19 Marshall, G. (2014) Don’t Even Think About It: Why our brains are hard-wired to 
ignore climate change London: Bloomsbury
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the precariousness of smaller groups, towns, cities, and immediate 
social networks is easier to grasp. 

This is a serious point to consider in terms of resilience. 
Rotterdam’s resilience work, a case study in this paper, starts 
from the position that city-wide solutions are built from lots of small 
measures joined together. They are developing an engagement 
strategy to make this work, seeking out the best channels and 
messages to engage people.

Resilience may only become apparent over a long enough time 
frame. Some cities in the UK have existed for a thousand years 
or more. They may well face difficult challenges and stresses and 
strains that last even for generations, but it should give us pause 
that many places like London, have endured for an incredibly long 
time. We should ask what it is about these places that allows them 
to do so and, conversely, what characteristics are common in 
places that do not endure. 
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Case study: London
Many of the resilience challenges faced in London, according to a 
report from Grosvenor,20 have arisen because of “human induced” 
rather than natural issues. 

The city’s future is precarious. Not in the sense that it may cease 
to exist and generate enormous wealth. Rather, in the sense 
that it will cease to be a place where long-standing community 
networks flourish because of population churn and where diversity 
is drastically reduced.

The lack of social cohesion is a big challenge for the city, with 
rising inequality and infrastructure that is increasingly unable to 
cope with demand. 

House prices have risen sharply over the last few years, access 
to affordable land on which to build is nearly impossible for many 
local authorities, while the water management system is in dire 
need of refurbishment, relying as it does on a sewage system 
designed in the 19th century by Joseph Bazalgette. 

There are also serious challenges on the horizon such as very 
poor air quality and energy dependency.

Yet while London is extremely vulnerable it is also extremely 
adaptable. It has huge strengths in knowledge and learning, 
while multiple levels of governance and a complex and active civil 
society provide great capacity for change. 

Resilience for London in the 21st century should be about tapping 
into this capacity, unlocking that knowledge, and connecting 
governance. We have the tools to enable us to do this, but making 
that work will depend on a holistic and positive vision of resilience.

20 Grosvenor: Brown, K & Parper, C (2014) Resilient Cities: A Grosvenor Research 
Report New York: Grosvenor
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This paper is intended as a primer for LGiU research about the 
nature of resilience in the 21st century. In the coming months 
we will be asking specific questions about what this means for 
particular problems in specific places. We will seek to build an 
understanding of resilience in terms of:

Technology: How can we develop tools that are useful and 
useable in such a way that bridges the gap between institutions, 
communities and citizens?

Demographics: How can we better understand demographic 
change and enable the knowledge and experiences that people 
have of this change to come to the fore?

Infrastructure and planning: Is there a productive way that we 
can discuss infrastructure and planning as something social, 
rather than simply technical? What would a more networked 
and decentred planning system look like? What would a social 
definition of infrastructure be like? 

Energy dependence: How can we encourage a more productive 
dialogue between citizens, communities and institutions about the 
long-term resilience of energy resources in local areas. 

Housing: Housing is an asset that provides essential access to 
social infrastructure and a means for people to engage in public 
life. How can we develop a more holistic view of housing as a 
means to lock in social infrastructure, connecting to long-term 
resilience issues like economic development and flood defence?

Project Resilience:
research questions
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Public health: Public health plays a significant role in this 
conversation for areas. How can we ensure that resilience planning 
incorporates the inter-connected determinants of health, such as 
community networks, knowledge, communications, data, access to 
resources and employment?

Rural areas: Most discussions about resilience focus on cities. 
But rural areas face their own challenges. They often have 
disconnected communities with poor transport connections and 
more limited communication networks. How can we articulate 
resilience in terms that are relevant in these areas?
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