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Resilience has recently emerged as a conceptual and operational buzzword span-

ning every facet of the international development agenda. The rise of resilience

provides renewed opportunities for geographers to critically engage with the pol-

icy sphere and shape ongoing discourse over the nature of resilience program-

ming. Yet, while aspects of the political economy of resilience have long been

acknowledged in both academic and practitioner literatures, scholarly inputs have

had limited influence in addressing issues of power and scale as applied directly

to resilience programming. In this commentary, we argue that enhanced uptake of

geographic enquiry is contingent on geographers being more proactive in engag-

ing with resilience practitioners. One way of doing so is to tailor scholarly inputs

to three critical elements of the programmatic cycle, namely how resilience‐build-
ing activities are funded, delivered, and evaluated. Using these three facets, we

highlight key practical and ethical considerations worthy of further geographic

enquiry – focusing on issues of power and scale as concepts at the heart of geog-

raphy.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Over the past two decades resilience has risen from relative academic obscurity to the driving force behind headline politi-
cal commitments. Inclusion in the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (UN SDGs), notably its flagship entity
on poverty eradication (Goal 1 Target 1.5, as well as Goals 11.b, 13.1 and 14.2), attests to resilience's dramatic rise (Tan-
ner, et al. 2017). This momentum provides renewed opportunities for geographers to critically engage with the policy
sphere and help shape ongoing discourse over the nature of resilience programming (Cutter, 2016). Indeed, aspects relevant
to geographic enquiry can be found across the spectrum of programmatic activities.

As Weichselgartner and Kelman (2015) argue, the importance of understanding “resilience of what, to what at what
scales” makes resilience programming particularly well suited to geographic analysis (pg. 252). For example, the rapid
growth in political appetite towards resilience has led to a spike in the availability of funding. Of the 22 adaptation and
cross‐cutting projects funded by the Green Climate Fund (GCF) in 2019, 11 included the word resilience in the project title
(GCF, 2020). Growth in finance and influence inevitably brings with it important considerations of power and scale. This
can be easily seen in examples of donor leverage in deciding adaptation mandates in countries like Nepal and Tanzania, pit-
ting national‐level and international priorities against local‐level inputs (Nightingale, 2017; Omukuti, 2020).
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While aspects of the political economy of resilience have been acknowledged in both academic and practitioner litera-
tures, scholarly inputs have had limited influence in addressing issues of scale and power as applied directly to resilience
programming – and tackling the ethical challenges that ensue (Matyas & Pelling, 2015; Ruszczyk, 2019). To promote better
uptake of geographic enquiry in the operationalisation of resilience‐building interventions, we argue that geographers must
be more proactive in engaging directly with resilience practitioners. One way of doing so is to tailor scholarly inputs to crit-
ical elements of the programmatic cycle – from funding through to implementation and evaluation. Who decides where
finances for resilience are allocated? What do resilience‐building programmes look like in practice? How should resilience
programmes be evaluated? All too often these questions remain the preserve of a small number of decision makers, with lit-
tle room for deliberation (especially with beneficiaries). In turn, they affect core aspects of procedural and distributional
equity as related to resilience programming. Geography's long history of critical perspectives is urgently needed to ensure
that the political momentum surrounding resilience programming translates into meaningful improvements for the most vul-
nerable.

In this commentary, we highlight key considerations for resilience programming that we believe geographers should be
paying more attention to: some of which are common to other development approaches, others are unique to the resilience
frame. We do so by considering issues of scale and power, concepts at the heart of geography. These are applied as lenses
in examining three important steps along the programmatic cycle: how resilience is funded, delivered, and evaluated. Each
offers important opportunities for scholars to pause and reconsider whether current operational activities are best serving
the people and communities most in need of resilience‐building, and how the geography community can actively contribute
to enhancing impact. While our call for renewed emphasis on power and scale is certainly not unique, we strongly believe
that the message needs re‐emphasising and re‐framing in applicable ways that relate directly to resilience practitioners by
referring to three key stages of operational programming. As a result, we do not intend to provide a comprehensive over-
view of how power and scale apply to all aspects of resilience funding, implementation and evaluation. Instead, we seek to
highlight key practical and ethical considerations worthy of further geographic enquiry using the three components of our
analytical lens. More importantly, we use this article to urge geographers to engage more overtly with resilience as an
object of research, and resilience programmes as sites of research.

2 | FUNDING

Over the past decade, the growth of financial pledges towards resilience‐building amongst development and humanitarian
funders has been staggering (Keating & Hanger‐Kopp, 2020). Surveying only 10 large funds focused on resilience we esti-
mate a total of over US$6 billion being spent on resilience and adaptation‐related activities.1 Part of this rise stems from its
attachment to climate adaptation as a global policy priority. However, resilience finance is significantly broader than adap-
tation finance, and the observed growth reflects broader shifts across development, humanitarian, and environmental pro-
gramming.

The size of funding alone raises important questions of scale and power. Resilience's popularity as a buzzword means
that it is often used neutrally or apolitically, presented as a normative good, and is thus easily incorporated into funding
proposals. Yet, as geographers have long argued, resilience is highly political, and the term has numerous potential mean-
ings (Carr, 2019; Mikulewicz, 2019; Wilson, 2018). Indeed, the ambiguous nature of resilience can obfuscate the ethical
dynamics at play in resilience funding and programming (Brown, 2015). For example, in GCF adaptation or cross‐cutting
(mitigation and adaptation) projects funded in 2019, the term resilience (or “resilient”/“resiliency”) was used on average
127 times per proposal.2 These proposals reveal the many different ways the term can be conceptualised, particularly in
terms of “what” is resilient, and consequently what approaches may help to build resilience. For example, in one GCF pro-
posal resilience concurrently refers to (1) value chains, (2) agricultural production methods, (3) smallholder farmers, (4)
infrastructure including roads and markets, and (5) household and business assets.3 Yet, the resilience of farmers may mean
something vastly different from the resilience of infrastructure, requiring greater clarity before the term can be meaningfully
employed (Béné, 2013; Béné, et al. 2012; Tanner et al., 2015).

This somewhat indiscriminate use of resilience as a concept creates several challenges. One issue is that, to some, resili-
ence relates to aspects of stability, and for others, to transformation; both of which can be programme goals (Pelling, 2010;
Wilson, 2018). Transformation is often defined as people and systems not just persisting or adapting, but reinventing them-
selves with new relationships, modes of organisation, and networks (Feola, 2015; Kates et al. 2012; O'Brien, 2012). Yet,
unless there is clarity on which of these visions of resilience are implied, the use of the term can blur the political priorities
behind a resilience goal. Indeed, it is important for decision makers to not only consider what to make or keep resilient,
but whose resilience is prioritised, as the spatial and temporal variability in resilience can lead to inequality of outcomes
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(Atteridge & Remling, 2018; Béné et al., 2017; Cutter, 2016; McEvoy, Fünfgeld, & Bosomworth, 2013). Geography's
attention to power dynamics can help to reveal the “hidden agendas” that may exist in resilience programming. Because
social systems are inherently political, decisions around what to maintain and what to change reflect individual and group
values (Carr, 2019; Eriksen et al. 2015; Pelling et al. 2014; Smith & Stirling, 2010). There may be serious risks for vulner-
able people from resilient power structures that control the status‐quo. Some socially undesirable properties can be resilient
– or desirable only for certain individuals and groups. For example, caste systems are a highly resilient social structure,
desirable for those that they privilege (Fox, 1967), though few, if any, resilience‐building programmes would seek to rein-
force or increase the resilience of caste systems.

Resilience programming may be complicit in reinforcing these power structures and maintaining the status quo if the
goals and objectives reflect the visions of resilience of those in power and not the most vulnerable (Jordan, 2019). Donor
support to autocratic systems of governance, even when that government is promoting resilience, can reinforce these larger
systems that maintain communities and individuals in situations of vulnerability (Coyne & Ryan, 2009). As such, there can
be tensions between the extent to which resilience efforts reinforce existing power structures, or address the need for
change or transformation in society, with different actors' preferences for stability or change highly correlated with their
positions of power and influence within society (Blythe et al., 2018; Carr, 2019; Feola, 2015; Kasdan et al. 2020; Matyas
& Pelling, 2015). While geography has contributed to important debates around definitions and aspects of the political
economy of resilience, we do not believe that geographic insights have sufficiently influenced the allocation of resilience
funding itself. Identifying how the contested nature of resilience influences the allocation of funding, how power dynamics
(including the influence and relationship between funders, implementer and recipients) shape resilience funding directions,
and who receives scarce resources are all areas where geography can contribute meaningfully.

3 | DELIVERY

Who designs resilience programmes, and how they are delivered and funded have profound implications for the people that
receive it. Resilience investments, like many large scale development investments, are often driven by top‐down political
processes with decisions made primarily by men in international organisations in developed countries (Charlesworth, 2005).
The people living where investments are made often have limited voice in the direction, timing, or application of funding
(Conway & Mustelin, 2014). This may partially reflect why large resilience‐related investments do not necessarily correlate
with national‐level hazard risk (Barrett, 2014), or local level priorities. Not only does this imbalance apply to a funder's
choice of which organisations should be responsible for delivery and allocation of resilience‐building activities, but also to
the deliberative processes that occur within implementing agencies once awarded. Issues of representation across genders,
cultures, and socio‐economic backgrounds are especially important to consider, notably across spatial scales as Fisher
(2015) explores in the context of the caste system in India. Indeed, issues of scale are especially important to reflect as the
characteristics of resilience can be different (even contradictory) across spatial, temporal, and social scales (Cumming et al.
2017; Frazier et al. 2013). Mikulewicz (2020) points to examples of “imagined geographies” of vulnerability produced by
development actors used to exclude local actors from engaging in local adaptation governance and reinforcing scalar bound-
aries.

Participatory processes and polycentric governance arrangements are intended to help ensure that the needs of diverse
sets of stakeholders – particularly the most vulnerable – are heard and represented. In their review of the wider resilience
literature, Matin, Forrester, and Ensor (2018) find that “equitable resilience” is increasingly likely when resilience practice
takes into account issues of social vulnerability and differential access to power, knowledge, and resources. Yet, scholars
acknowledge that ensuring meaningful participation can be challenging, as elites often capture the stakeholder engagement
process (Few, et al. 2007; Omukuti, 2020; Sherman & Ford, 2014), and development has long struggled with meaningful
participation (Cooke & Kothari, 2001; Mosse & Lewis, 2005). An analysis of the resilience plans of cities participating in
the 100 Resilient Cities initiative finds a much stronger focus on the distributional aspects of equity and less on the recog-
nitional or procedural aspects of equity, suggesting considerable room for further improvement in participatory processes of
international resilience programmes (Meerow, et al. 2019). This is particularly difficult given the ambiguity of the many
objectives of resilience, providing ample space for varied interpretations and potential co‐option of resilience projects.
Aligning resilience projects with national plans is another mechanism to address ownership, but the adequacy of this
approach is predicated on the inclusiveness of national plans.

Another challenge is that resilience programming can involve trade‐offs necessitating choices of whose resilience to pro-
mote and prioritise. For one, as scholars have raised, there may be trade‐offs between resilience of the system as a whole
and resilience of individuals. For example, when considering sea level rise, at the system level the most resilient strategy
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may be to relocate communities, but at the individual level this may lead to increased vulnerability due to displacement
(Adger, et al. 2005; Neumann et al. 2015). Within the same GCF proposals discussed above, objectives related to building
system resilience, for example of the electricity system or the agricultural value chain, and individual or community resili-
ence were included, without reflecting on the potential tensions between these priorities. Scholars have also pointed to
trade‐offs in timescales that can arise. While promoting high‐yielding agricultural crops may reduce poverty and increase
food security in the short term (although it may also increase risks, leading to unclear resilience outcomes), in certain areas
agricultural livelihoods may be untenable in the long term and strategies to promote agriculture could be maladaptive (Bar-
nett & O'Neill, 2010; Dow et al., 2013; Kuhl, 2018).

A third challenge raised by scholars is that the term resilience can become synonymous with self‐reliance, transferring
responsibility for resilience to vulnerable communities and individuals (Chandler & Reid, 2016; Grove, 2014; Joseph,
2013; Rhinard & Sundelius, 2010; Welsh, 2014). While proponents argue that resilience approaches differ from vulnerabil-
ity approaches by focusing on human agency, Grove (2014) argues that resilience programming in practice places responsi-
bility on individuals to be resilient, unlike political ecology analyses that recognise the structural constraints people face.
Evans and Reid (2013) argue the dangers of “building resilient subjects” that have accepted the responsibility to adapt to a
dangerous world, rather than addressing the structural reasons for their insecurity. This has the potential to redistribute vul-
nerability and lead to maladaptation (Atteridge & Remling, 2018). It is therefore critical to consider who bears the burden
for being resilient, and what role resilience narratives may play in legitimising inadequate responses by the State or others
responsible for providing services (Blythe et al., 2018; Chandler & Reid, 2016; Matyas & Pelling, 2015). Although com-
munity resilience is often a target of resilience programming, Zebrowski and Sage (2017) provide a critical analysis of
“community resilience,” arguing that resilience is presented as a solution to a heterogeneous range of community problems
ranging from crime to bullying, climate change, and terrorism, but these solutions tap into imagined “nostalgia” and rely
on the construction of community to shape social relations in support of neoliberal ideals. While building individual and
community resilience is a critical goal for resilience programming, assessing whether projects/programmes are shifting
responsibility to the most vulnerable is essential.

Finally, it is important to consider the context within which much resilience programming occurs. Resilience pro-
grammes are often implemented in particularly challenging contexts, creating unique dangers that can violate ethical stan-
dards or norms for development (Gaillard & Peek, 2019). One challenge is the urgency of humanitarian and disaster
response contexts, in which responding rapidly with incomplete information must be balanced with robust, participatory
processes. In these environments, there is a higher risk that resilience efforts may reflect the visions of elites that are easier
to access because of the perceived lack of time for deliberative processes (Choudhury & Haque, 2016; Imperiale & Van-
clay, 2020). There can also be pressure to reinforce the status quo, restore systems, or “rebound” in order to regain func-
tionality as quickly as possible, without necessarily addressing underlying vulnerabilities, or emphasising only proximate
causes of vulnerability (Sou, 2019). As scandals of fund misappropriation during the 2010 earthquake in Haiti highlight,
disasters can also provide opportunities for unethical behaviour, particularly as large amounts of money quickly become
available and must be spent (Gaillard & Peek, 2019; Schuller, 2012). At the same time, increasing efforts to focus on
“building back better” seek to address this challenge and ensure that conditions that lead to vulnerability are not recreated
(Kennedy et al.2008). Coupling the ethical challenges inherent under these conditions with the issues associated with the
ambiguous meaning of resilience can amplify the challenges discussed above, necessitating particular attention to the moti-
vations behind resilience programming priorities.

4 | EVALUATION

With considerable amounts of international finance flowing into resilience‐related initiatives, funders are increasingly keen
to focus on monitoring and evaluation (M&E). Doing so is key to assessing the effectiveness of their investments and
ensuring adequate value for money (Schipper & Langston, 2015). Yet, a number of conceptual and methodological hurdles
make evaluation of resilience‐building interventions especially challenging.

For a start, while many headline terms applied across the development–humanitarian–environment nexus are ill‐defined,
the nebulousness of resilience remains peerless. Much of the conceptual ambiguity stems from its evolution and application
across a range of fields – from engineering and ecology, to its more recent adoption in the social sciences (Alexander,
2013). A lack of a clear and concise definition has meant that myriad frameworks and indicator‐sets have been proposed in
measuring resilience, many with contrasting epistemological foundations (Bahadur, et al. 2013). Indeed, even similarly
ambiguous terms like sustainable livelihoods have seen some degree of coalescence around common frameworks (Scoones,
1998). Not so for resilience. For example, in 2015 Schipper and Langston compared indicator‐sets used across 17 different
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resilience measurement frameworks applied by development and humanitarian agencies (Schipper & Langston, 2015).
Many more have been added to the measurement repertoire since.

Conceptual uncertainties also stem from the fact that resilience is frequently referred to as both an outcome (i.e., achiev-
ing a resilient state) and a process (i.e., building resilience‐related capacities) (van Breda, 2018). This can be clearly seen in
the different methodological approaches used across common evaluative frameworks. For example, FAO's widely used
Resilience Index Measurement Approach (RIMA) relies on the collection of hundreds of proxy indicators to quantify four
resilience‐related capacities, which in turn are aggregated to form an overall measure of household resilience (FAO, 2016)
– a clear example of a process‐based framework. Conversely, the World Bank relies on an outcome‐based model, with resi-
lience inferred on the basis of measuring changes in a household's welfare between pre‐ and post‐shock states (Alfani et al.
2015). To further confuse matters, resilience often refers to a set of programmatic principles (Frankenberger et al.2014) –
similar to many of those used to advocate for sustainable development. A range of evaluative tools have also been estab-
lished to measure the degree to which development programmes have embedded resilience into their operations activities
(and outcomes) (Ewbank, 2016).

Despite the vague conceptual basis behind resilience measurement, the grounds for carrying out M&E of resilience
remain clear: funders want to know whether their investments are having an impact on the ground; practitioners want to
know how to design better projects and improve targeting; and recipients want to see evidence that their lives and liveli-
hoods are improving as a result of interventions. Tracking resilience is key to answering these questions, and a wide range
of tools and approaches have been developed in recent years to support the task (Gregorowski et al. 2017; Schipper &
Langston, 2015).

While the existence of various definitions and frameworks allows for epistemological diversity, it also makes compara-
bility and transparency between evaluative efforts challenging. As such, there is an inherent danger that M&E of resilience‐
building interventions reflects what evaluators choose to measure and highlight (Olsson et al. 2015). Given continual pres-
sure to demonstrate successful outcomes in short project timeframes, there is high risk that evaluators select “easier” indica-
tors: ones that allow for straightforward processes of quantification, and that best reflect the progress of a given project
(Béné et al. 2017; Ruszczyk, 2019). While frequent use of consultant evaluators helps to provide some objectivity and
reduce the bias in evaluations, consultants' heavy dependence on funders like DFID and USAID inherently limits full inde-
pendence.

Since measurement impacts program design, more can and should be done to promote transparency and practical guide-
lines amongst development actors (Constas et al., 2014). While efforts such as the Resilience Measurement Community of
Practice (RMEL CoP) (Gregorowski et al., 2017) and Resilience Evidence for Decisions in Development Initiative
(REDDI) (Food Security Information Network, 2018) are a helpful step in this direction, real change cannot happen until
resilience funders make transparent, standardised, and externally validated measurement approaches a requirement for pro-
ject delivery. Funders should also be encouraged to work more closely together in aligning their monitoring and evaluation
processes to allow better comparison of the effectiveness of projects across contexts and time‐frames. As neutral parties,
academics can play a convening role in supporting this process.

Another critical challenge is that many resilience measurement frameworks have so far failed to holistically reflect the
varied nature of resilience and different aspects of the resilience‐building process (Ruszczyk, 2019). For example, the Glo-
bal Environment Facility (GEF) 's monitoring tool includes a suite of 14 monitored indicators. To track whether a project
has supported communities to diversify livelihoods, the primary unit of measurement is the number of people who have
benefitted from the adoption of diversified, climate‐resilient livelihood options (GEF, 2014). Yet, quantity‐based indicators
like these do not speak to the quality, durability or relevance of options supported: traits that are much more difficult to
monitor but are undeniably better suited to tracking project success. More broadly, such frameworks risk obscuring the
political nature of resilience programming, creating a veil of objectivity through measurement.

In reflecting on the suitability of evaluation frameworks for resilience‐building interventions, Ruszczyk (2019, p. 18)
notes that:

these types of projects may be difficult to account for in a log frame or within other project management tools
… the benefits of such projects would also not be immediate, making it difficult for INGOs to demonstrate the
impacts of their projects to donors.

While the GEF's monitoring tool also includes a marker for the percentage of female recipients under the diversification
indicator, the above highlights the difficulty of tracking resilience in a holistic manner. Coupled with a tendency for the
reporting of project outcomes to be carried out by the implementers themselves, it also means that it is difficult to hold
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development actors with resilience activities accountable on progress towards universal properties of resilience: a task that
geographers are well placed to support.

5 | PUTTING THE ISSUES OF POWER AND SCALE OF RESILIENCE FRONT
AND CENTRE

We have organised this commentary to reflect the resilience programming process in an attempt to bridge the gap we
observe between the critical insights of geographers and the practice of resilience programming. While attempts at under-
scoring the importance of critical examinations of the ethics of scale and power have been made by geographers and other
disciplinary experts before us, we believe that this message needs re‐emphasising and re‐framing in accordance to key
stages of programme delivery – from the design and funding of resilience‐building programmes through to the monitoring
of their legacies. By organising our article in this way, we hope to demonstrate how geographers can meet practitioners on
their terms, and engage in practical lines of enquiry relevant to operational programming.

Looking at the commitments made under the various post‐2015 development frameworks, we argue for the need to pay
more attention to issues of power and scale in resilience across the programming cycle. Despite attempts by scholars to
raise these issues, as donors, policy makers, and practitioners look to implement these frameworks in practice, a number of
measures are required. For one, interventions should carefully consider whose resilience is being targeted, as well as the
social, economic, and political implications of these design choices. Care should also be given to clarifying the extent to
which stability or transformational alternatives are sought – and whether they are likely to shift underlying social dynamics.
Failure to do so risks reinforcing existing power structures and institutions that thrive under business as usual, often at the
expense of those most vulnerable. Transparency is also needed in deciding and measuring successful resilience outcomes,
ensuring greater accountability on the part of funders and delivery partners. Each of these are areas where scholars and
practitioners can work together to advance the science and practice of resilience, and ensure that the complex challenges of
power and scale are at the forefront of resilience programming from funding decisions through evaluation. Alone, donors,
policymakers, and practitioners are unlikely to address these challenges, due to incentives, power hierarchies, and lack of
accountability, but in partnership with scholars, there are opportunities to significantly advance the quality of programming.

Resilience is not the first concept to evoke such calls: scholars have raised similar critiques of sustainable development
previously (Lélé, 1991; Wilbanks, 1994). While there are certain ways that resilience discourses are unique, particularly in
the ways that the concept brings together humanitarian, development, and environmental agendas, many of the issues
related to power and scale are similar. Geographers, with the ability to step back from the urgency of programming cycles
and engage with these scholarly traditions, can help practitioners avoid mistakes that have been made in the past and ensure
that lessons from previous calls to attend to issues of power and scale in development programming are not forgotten.

As billions of dollars' worth of funds are channelled towards resilience‐building efforts, guiding the lives and livelihoods
of countless vulnerable communities and stewarding critical ecosystems, the relevance of power and scale are only magni-
fied. As governments and the development actors that support them embark on the daunting task of COVID‐19 recovery,
“build back better” is a common refrain, and resilience remains at the centre of the agenda. Ultimately, the value of resili-
ence as a programmatic concept depends on how effective it is in moving past business as usual to build resilience for new
development trajectories.
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ENDNOTES
1Total breakdown of funds in US$: BRACED (130 m); GRP (150 m); 100 Resilience Cities (100 m); RISE (130 m); Adaptation Fund (331 m); Pilot Project for Cli-
mate Resilience (1,200 m); GCF Climate (2,100 m); GFDRR (240 m); LDCF (1,312 m); SCCF (353 m).2Proposals were on average 74 pages long.3Proposal
FP101: Resilient Rural Belize (Be‐Resilient).
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