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A B S T R A C T

Cities in Sub-Saharan African countries, already vulnerable, are under increasing pressure from
the impacts of climate change and its associated risks. Urban resilience has emerged as a develop-
ment strategy for improving the capacity of urban systems to cope with, withstand, and mitigate
the impacts of extreme events in cities. Using a qualitative research approach and drawing on
semi-structured interviews with 20 practitioners in Ghana, the study examined practitioner in-
sights into urban resilience and the implications for urban resilience theory and practice. The
study identified that practitioners have diverse understandings and views about urban resilience,
shaped by their different experiences and priorities. Functional and outcome-oriented urban re-
silience understanding prioritising physical urban infrastructure dominated urban resilience
views among the practitioners. Few practitioners understood urban resilience in social and gover-
nance terms that align with transformative urban resilience ideas. The key point for urban re-
silience planning is that the dominant outcome and functional view that aligns with conservative
urban resilience ideas limits opportunities for multi-stakeholder engagement, collaboration, and
urban transformation. Therefore, if urban resilience remains an essential goal for urban planning,
it should incorporate change, learning, social, and governance ideas because they hold enormous
promise for advancing politically feasible and socially equitable urban resilience policies and
planning outcomes.

1. Introduction
Cities in Africa are renowned for being climate risk ‘hotspots’ [1]. The cities in Africa possess a variety of unique characteristics

which unfortunately render them vulnerable to climate risks; the most recognised of these characteristics are their infrastructure
deficit, weak institutional structures, growing population in informal settlements, susceptibility to disaster triggered by natural haz-
ards, and limited resource base [2–6]. While African countries have contributed the least to the climate change crisis, with about 3
percent of global emissions, compared to other regions, cities in Africa experience disproportionate amounts of climate-related im-
pacts [1], with some resulting in devasting outcomes [7].

There have been calls in development policy discourse to integrate urban resilience as a core component of urban planning. The
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) directly call for “inclusive, safe, resilient, and sustainable cities” (Goal 11), placing urban re-
silience as an essential component of global ambitions to improve the capacity of urban systems and structures and deliver disaster
risk reduction in both developed and developing countries. Urban resilience refers to the capability of a city and its systems to adapt
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to extreme events and transform urban systems that limit current or future adaptive capacity [8], facilitated through processes that
consider local, institutional, social, economic, and political dynamic situations [9,10]. As a concept, it bridges various notions of how
cities should prepare and respond to disasters and extreme events. It is, therefore, unsurprising that in recent years, urban resilience
has become an essential part of disaster risk development programs and is being used to orient urban policy discussions [11].

Despite its importance as a development strategy, the urban resilience concept is beset with conceptual tensions. Examples of
these conceptual tensions include the epistemological orientation of urban resilience, characteristics, pathways to building urban re-
silience, the notion of equilibrium, and the timescale of action [8,12]. These developments in knowledge about urban resilience have
yet to provide clarity but have caused considerable uncertainty and difficulties in understanding and applying the concept in practice.
These tensions reflect the concept's complex and context-dependent nature and the different approaches to employing the idea among
scientists and practitioners [11].

In this context, this study aims to further these discussions in practice. Based on a qualitative research approach, we examined the
concept of urban resilience through the perspectives of practitioners in Accra, an area known for flooding and tidal waves. In June
2015, Accra recorded one of the worst flood disasters in the history of Ghana. The city suffered an estimated 50 million USD in dam-
age from floods, and 154 lives were lost, with several people injured [7]. In this context, the study's main objective is not to determine
which interpretation of urban resilience is ‘right’ or ‘true’ but to examine how the different interpretations can facilitate critical re-
flection and the implications for urban resilience research and practice. As Weick [13], p. 524) puts it, “The contribution of social sci-
ence research does not lie in validated knowledge, but rather in the suggestion of relationships and connections that had not previ-
ously been suspected”. The paper proceeds with an overview of the key ideas and debates in the urban resilience literature. We then
describe the research method and present the study findings. We conclude by discussing the results and their implications for advanc-
ing urban resilience research and practice.

1.1. Theoretical background
The concept of resilience has a long history in art, law, engineering, literature, and science but gained prominence in ecological lit-

erature following the theoretical work of ecologist Crawford S. Holling in 1973 [14]. Since then, several studies have contributed to
advancing the concept of resilience. Unfortunately, the increasing interest and use of the concept have not led to a unified under-
standing of its meaning and practice [8,15]. The urban resilience literature generally identifies two resilience schools of thought: en-
gineering and social-ecological resilience, metaphorically referred to as ‘bouncing back’ or conservative and ‘bouncing forward’ or
transformative approach, respectively. Engineering resilience refers to a system's persistence and ability to absorb change and distur-
bance and maintain current system dynamics [16]. This resilience perspective prioritises system function, efficiency, robustness, and
resistance and maintains the status quo [11,17] and is linked to the inherent conditions of critical urban infrastructures and services
[18]. Consequently, the ‘bouncing back’ perspective has also been called ‘functional resilience’ in development studies [19]. While
reliance on this notion of resilience might be appropriate for the physical infrastructural elements of cities, which require a stable
equilibrium, it does not consider the social and political dynamics of cities [9,12], important factors for addressing inequities in urban
resilience [20].

The social-ecological resilience perspective calls for a shift from conservative to more proactive change-oriented thinking that dis-
rupts inequitable development trajectories and promotes transformation [9,21]. This model of resilience emerged due to the short-
comings of the engineering resilience model [9]. Social-ecological resilience refers to the level of risk or disturbance a system can
withstand and still self-organise, learn, adapt, and retain its functional structure [22]. By prioritising change, innovation, and trans-
formation [23], this paradigm creates opportunities to consider cities' social and political dynamics [9,10]. Change-oriented thinking
creates opportunities for policymakers to approach urban resilience in ways that challenge the status quo and enable learning [21].
Examples of attributes identified in the literature to contribute to transformative resilience in cities include decentralisation and in-
clusive engagement of relevant stakeholders, collaboration, and equity [20,21,24,25]. Thus, transformation involves significant
changes to institutions, planning processes, and systems.

Different studies from different disciplines have examined the relationship between conservative and transformative resilience
schools of thought, pointing out areas of potential conflict and synergies and ways to integrate both in urban planning practice [18].
These studies have shaped and informed our understanding of urban resilience. Conservative or functional resilience framed around
robustness and resistance to change dominated urban resilience planning [15], which has resulted in the rise of technocratic urban re-
silience planning approaches. Technocratic resilience planning interventions shift urban resilience planning focus away from justice
and equity issues [20,26], de-emphasising the need for a more comprehensive understanding of urban resilience that takes into con-
sideration existing vulnerabilities and uneven distribution of benefits and risks [27]. It also limits the potential for transformative tra-
jectories in urban resilience [20,28]. Adopting this approach, policymakers often fail to consider how socioeconomic and political
structures intersect, thereby neglecting or underestimating the need for critical engagement with inequality and marginalisation that
come into consideration when exploring vulnerabilities to extreme events and risks in cities [29]. Urban resilience to extreme events
does not occur in isolation from the broader social and political structures [10]. It is driven by deliberate action that reinforces the
distribution of power and self-interest and their interaction with ecological and physical systems [17]. Hence, a city's ability to with-
stand and cope with extreme events should not be the only focus of urban resilience.

The academic literature has gradually shifted, with recent studies integrating transformation in definitions of urban resilience [8].
However, Chelleri and Baravikova [18] note that efforts to incorporate transformative ideas into urban resilience have been challeng-
ing, with only a few studies exploring the issue. Previous studies have demonstrated that, in some instances, it is relatively less com-
plicated to ascertain which urban structures require improved robustness and functional capacity and which require total transforma-
tion. But often, transforming urban structures to enable urban resilience results in complex management, social, and political deci-
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sions, implying potential tensions and trade-offs [12,19,30]. These likely tensions and trade-offs indicate urban resilience planning is
a complex political process [10]. The study provides an empirical examination of practitioners’ understanding of urban resilience
based on a qualitative research method, presented in more detail in the section below.

2. Research method and study area
2.1. Research method

A qualitative research approach was explored to examine how practitioners who participated in the Greater Accra Resilient and
Integrated Development (GARID) Project interpret urban resilience in Ghana. A practitioner in this study is defined as a person with
technical knowledge and expertise in urban resilience and is responsible for planning and implementing urban resilience initiatives.
In addition to being qualified as per the coined/chosen definition, this paper required the practitioners to be between senior and mid-
dle level. It is believed that practitioners at that level would be more involved/influential in urban resilience policy development,
planning, and implementation. Purposive and snowball sampling were used to select the research participants [31]. With assistance
from the Accra Metropolitan Assembly (AMA) resilience office, participants were recruited through existing contacts, telephone, and
email invitations. According to records from the AMA resilience office, 24 urban resilience practitioners who were between senior
and middle level were involved in the GARID project. These 24 practitioners were repeatedly contacted; however, only 20 responded
and were subsequently interviewed. The interviews occurred between September 2020 and April 2021. Participant distribution in-
cluded AMA (3), Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) (2), Land Use and Spatial Planning Authority (LUSPA) (2), National Disas-
ter Management Organisation (NaDMO) (2), and one each from the Ministry of Local Government, Decentralisation and Rural Devel-
opment (MLGDRD); Ministry of Works and Housing (MWH); Ministry of Environment, Science, Technology and Innovation (MESTI);
and the Ministry of Sanitation and Water Resources (MSWR). The others include Non-Government Organisations (NGO) (3), Interna-
tional Development Organisations (IDO) (2), and private urban resilience consultants (2). While their educational background was
mainly in engineering (11), urban planning (6), and architecture (3), some also had further management training. Interviews with
practitioners from different organisations and sectors enabled the representation of organisational and sectoral diversity. All the par-
ticipants had between five and twenty-five years of experience.

Using a semi-structured interview guide, telephone and face-to-face approaches were used in conducting the interviews. First, we
established rapport with the participants through introductory conversations, and questions were asked conversationally. The semi-
structured interview guide offered the flexibility to ask more probing questions to gather more detailed information [32]. With guid-
ance from the reviewed literature, an interview protocol was developed. The interview questions covered: (i) What does resilience
mean to you? (ii) More specifically, how do you define urban resilience? (iii) What shapes or determines a city's resilience? (iv) What
should be prioritised in building urban resilience? (v) Can you describe characteristics that make a city resilient? Related tangents to
these questions were explored when raised by the participants. Each interview lasted between 50 and 90 min. Following informed
consent from participants, all the interviews were audio recorded. This research received ethics approval from the Human Ethics Re-
search Committee at the University of Adelaide. In line with the project's approved ethics protocol (under ethics number H-2020-
049), each interviewee was given a unique code (see Appendix 1).

After each interview, a verbatim transcription of the recorded interviews was conducted. Thematic content analysis was used to
analyse the data. The interview transcripts were repeatedly read to identify recurring, contradictory, and converging patterns of inter-
action in the data, including key concepts. The NVivo software (version 12) was used for the data analysis. The data analysis involved
three main steps. The first step involved the preliminary coding of the interview text. Categorising concepts and identifying the
themes was the second step. To ensure the validity and inter-coder reliability of the emerging themes, they were checked against the
data from which they were being formed (Hall et al., 2015). Finally, modification/reduction of codes and themes, where, for instance,
the emphasis placed on a particular issue or characteristic by the participants and the adjective utilised were considered. After the
data analysis, 71 codes were extracted. Following extensive reviews and merging of the codes based on their similarities, 33 codes and
nine themes were eventually extracted.

2.2. Study area
Ghana is one of the most severely affected areas by climate change in sub-Saharan Africa [7]. This study was conducted in Accra

(See Fig. 1), as the city represents an area affected by floods and tidal waves caused by climate change. Accra is the capital city, the
economic hub, and the city with the highest population density in Ghana [33]. the 1960s commenced the expansion of Accra. By the
1980s, the average population growth rate in Ghana was estimated at 2.8 percent; however, Accra was experiencing a growth rate of
4.3 percent during the same period. By 1984, the population of Accra had reached an estimated 970,000, mainly caused by migration
and causing substantial pressure on existing infrastructure [34].

The city's expansion has led to multiple communities without proper infrastructure, such as roads, drainage systems, and other so-
cial amenities. The increasing landscape changes caused by this growth have intensified the conflict between nature and humans, pro-
gressively negatively impacting humans and the environment. In recent years, given the global influence of climate change, risks such
as flooding, rainstorms, and excessive heat have become increasingly frequent in cities, and Accra is no exception. Accra has a long
history of flood-related disasters, experiences regular climate-related floods, and has the highest flood-related mortality in Ghana
[35]. The worst climate-related flood disaster in the history of Ghana was recorded in Accra in June 2015. The city suffered an esti-
mated 50 million USD in damage from the flood disaster, and 154 lives were lost, with several people injured [7]. These risks and de-
struction to life and property reflect Accra's vulnerability to extreme events and poor planning, which Oteng-Ababio et al. [25] note
have been reactive to existing challenges in the city rather than from a more proactive and sustainable outlook.
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Fig. 1. Location of the study area in Ghana.

In the aftermath of the June 2015 flood disaster, the World Bank conducted an assessment based on climate modelling and adapta-
tion as part of the city strength diagnostic and post-2015 flood disaster review of Accra. The findings from the study fed into the eval-
uation of Ghana's climate change vulnerability, especially in urban spaces, and the subsequent proposal for the Greater Accra Re-
silience and Integrated Development (GARID) project funded by the World Bank. The project is part of the World Bank's long-term
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slum upgrading, disaster risk management, climate change adaptation, and urban development assistance for developing countries.
The GARID project is part of an agenda to improve flood risk mitigation and solid waste management in Accra. Accra is also part of
the 100 Resilient Cities programme of the Rockefeller Foundation, which provides some ground for the research. Therefore, it is
worth exploring the meanings those who bear the responsibility and power to shape urban resilience outcomes attach to the concept,
the factors that influence their views, and the implications for resilience planning in Accra.

3. Research findings
The results are presented across four main themes: (i) ambiguity of the urban resilience concept, (ii) diverse interpretations of ur-

ban resilience, (iii) different priorities for urban resilience, and (iv) multiple characteristics of urban resilience.

3.1. Urban resilience, an ambiguous concept
Our results showed that 85% of practitioners perceived the concept as inherently ambiguous. They felt the inherent ambiguity and

challenge of conceptualising the urban resilience concept had added more complexity to the city's planning, an already complicated
area. For one practitioner from MESTI, “Urban resilience is just another development idea that means everything, but it is difficult to
appreciate its true meaning” (Practitioner 6). Hence, another participant said urban resilience has become the “latest buzzword in a
long list of concepts” (Practitioner 18) associated with debates on development planning and environmental challenges facing cities.
These include, among other things, climate change and sustainable development.

In this context, over half of the practitioners claimed that the “lack of clarity” around what urban resilience means was both a chal-
lenge and a weakness for its application: “Urban resilience has become a solution for every urban problem, with multiple inter-
pretable dimensions to consider. This makes implementation difficult” (Practitioners 3 and 8). This frustration with the urban re-
silience concept resulted in a suggestion by the practitioners that to ensure its application in the “right” way, the concept should be
clearly defined.

3.2. Diverse interpretations of urban resilience
Significantly, the analysis reveals diverse interpretations of urban resilience among practitioners. The capacity to ‘bounce back’

(65% of practitioners) was the most frequently reported description of urban resilience. Notably, this definition was predominant
among the practitioners working in government agencies, who stated that urban resilience relates to the capacity to withstand and re-
cover from disasters. Practitioners emphasised the role of perseverance and robustness as part of what typifies the bouncing-back fea-
ture of urban resilience. This description of urban resilience is rooted in the engineering resilience perspective. The following quotes
illustrate this construction:

Urban resilience refers to the capacity of cities like Accra to be prepared, withstand, and absorb climate and non-climate
shocks, recover from them, and revert to their previous state. (Practitioner 2)
Urban resilience is the preparedness and ability of Accra to absorb and minimise the impact of disasters and recover from the
disaster in the shortest possible time without permanently collapsing or losing its structural capability. (Practitioner 11)
The ability of a city to experience disasters and continue to function without permanently collapsing or losing its structural ca-
pability. (Practitioner 14)

However, one-third of practitioners, particularly those from NGOs and IDOs, challenged this description of urban resilience. They
argued that extreme events or disasters offer opportunities for change and innovation and to build back better in their aftermath.
Some argued that because Accra is changing, extreme events present additional opportunities to enhance and transform urban infra-
structure and processes after a disaster rather than reverting to a previous state. Some explained urban resilience:

Disasters open windows of opportunities to change and improve the infrastructural landscape of Accra to enhance its capacity
to withstand and resist future shocks. (Practitioner 16)
Accra has many slums, making it vulnerable to disasters. It is challenging to relocate the people and plan these slum communi-
ties better. So, the aftermath of a disaster offers the opportunity to plan and design these slum communities in Accra better.
These are poor people, so what use is it if we cannot help them build their capacity to withstand floods of similar or greater in-
tensity? (Practitioner 20)

Therefore, these practitioners emphasised the need to ‘build back better’ after a disaster. The analysis also highlights how these
practitioners' observations and disaster experiences informed their interpretations of urban resilience. As some practitioners ex-
plained:

Since floods are an annual problem in Accra, it will not be beneficial to revert to a pre-existing state after a flood disaster. This
is because the disaster's destruction creates opportunities to plan the city better. You should see the impact of these disasters
across the communities in Accra. The government will do the communities much good by helping them build back better to
withstand future disasters of similar or greater magnitudes. (Practitioner 18)
I have worked in these communities for over a decade, and almost every year, we come back to provide nearly the same assis-
tance to disaster victims. We must start doing things differently to ensure that these communities are equipped so they do not
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revert to their previous or normal state after these disasters. Urban resilience will mean ensuring that these communities build
back better. (Practitioner 5)

Our analysis also identified other descriptions of urban resilience, which included a state of ‘preparedness’, or ‘readiness’ - “ex-
treme events and disasters are inevitable, so urban resilience is about our readiness to respond to these extreme events” (Practitioner
8). ‘Coping’ was also used to describe urban resilience, “urban resilience is not just about thriving in the phase of extreme events; it
also means developing the capacity to transcend mere community survival” (Practitioner 13). Urban resilience was also described as
‘adaptable’; “it entails a city's ability to respond to and adjust to different disaster situations with limited impact on the lives of its in-
habitants” (Practitioner 7).

3.3. Different priorities for urban resilience
Unsurprisingly, given the diverse ways that urban resilience was interpreted, our analysis shows significant differences in how the

concept is prioritised among practitioners and in ways that reflect their different organisational or sector goals. For instance, the prac-
titioners from LUSPA and MWH consistently mentioned infrastructure development as a priority for achieving urban resilience. They
argued that the prioritisation of building and caring for the physical infrastructure of Accra might increase the capacity of local urban
communities to withstand and adapt to the incessant annual floods. The practitioner from MWH explained that “urban resilience is
about the development of reliable and robust physical infrastructure such as roads and drainage systems that support urban life. We
must keep the physical infrastructure of Accra as a high priority” (Practitioner 10). A practitioner from LUSPA also added that “urban
resilience is about rigorous planning arrangements that ensure that the necessary infrastructure is in place to mitigate the negative ef-
fects of floods on people and property. Without that, there is no urban resilience” (Practitioner 12).

In contrast, MLGDRD and EPA practitioners also argued that a more environmental and climate change focus on urban resilience
would be more secure in delivering comprehensive urban resilience, including socio-economic, technological, political, and infra-
structure development. The practitioner from MLGDRD claimed that: “consolidating these different developmental needs reduces the
possibility for urban resilience to focus solely on infrastructure development or economic development, which may lead to detrimen-
tal trade-offs in terms of which developmental issue to prioritise” (Practitioner 13). This interpretation of urban resilience indicates
openness towards the multi-functionality of urban resilience rather than a narrow prioritisation of it as a functional requirement to
enable infrastructure development as prioritised by the practitioners from LUSPA and MWH.

For the NGO and IDO practitioners, the processes for planning and building urban resilience were their top priority. They empha-
sised ‘community recognition and empowerment’, ‘equity’, and ‘collaboration’: “We need more engagement and collaboration. We
can achieve more if we work with the communities most affected by incessant floods yearly. Urban resilience is a humanitarian devel-
opment strategy, so it must be planned as such” (Practitioner 19). Another added, “Urban resilience in Accra is about enhancing the
readiness of our communities to respond to floods. Even though infrastructure development is critical in meeting this goal, it is only
an outcome of urban resilience. We must also look at the processes for planning urban resilience and give the local people a voice”
(Practitioner 17).

On another level, some NGO practitioners viewed the focus on community as valuable in confirming the significance of a ‘bottom-
up’ participation process. As a practitioner from one of the NGOs argued:

Urban resilience can only be developed at the community level but cannot be imposed. There is still too much focus on urban
resilience planning agencies and limited acknowledgment that urban resilience begins with the communities. When there is a
disaster in Accra, the state agencies take over everything and push everyone out. (Practitioner 15)

Given these different priorities for and around urban resilience, some practitioners argued that a common definition of urban re-
silience could help build a shared focus among the various planning agencies. According to one practitioner from AMA:

Disaster officers from NaDMO don’t necessarily care about urban sustainability; urban sanitation officers don’t also care about
floods and rescue, but everybody cares about urban resilience. Reframing urban resilience to develop a common understanding
may help integrate the different sectoral goals. (Practitioner 1)

In this context, urban resilience could be employed as a strategic development goal to link the different climate change, disaster
management, and urban planning goals that, thus far, have been approached in isolation with limited collaboration. As part of this
discussion, a practitioner from MESTI described prioritising urban resilience as “a development idea that could underpin Accra's de-
velopment planning goals across different sectors and help planners think about urban resilience as the fulcrum of urban planning”.
(Practitioner 6).

3.4. Multiple characteristics of urban resilience
3.4.1. Physical infrastructure and support services

Our analysis also showed different dimensions in the characteristics practitioners attribute to urban resilience. Availability of
physical infrastructure and support services (all 20 practitioners) was the most frequently mentioned characteristic of urban re-
silience. The practitioners stated that resilient cities have robust physical infrastructure and support services that help them to with-
stand extreme events. Their discussions centred generally on the negative impact of the absence of physical infrastructure and support
services in cities. For instance, the practitioners from MSWR and MLGDRD focused on community infrastructure, with drainage sys-
tems and water supplies as the most frequently mentioned examples. As explained by the practitioner from MSWR:
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Most of the communities in Accra need proper drainage infrastructure. Because of poor maintenance, the available drainage in-
frastructures in some communities are in terrible shape. They have lost their structural integrity, so we see most of the commu-
nities in Accra getting flooded whenever it rains. (Practitioner 7)

Some practitioners also emphasised the detrimental effects of the lack of resources and support services, such as ambulance and
fire services, on the resilience of communities in Accra. They reported that the lack of these support services hinders the capacity to
respond to disasters in a timely and effective manner, as illustrated by the following quotes:

The ambulance service in Accra is inefficient and unreliable. During the 2015 flood disaster in Accra, ambulances were un-
available to transport the injured to hospitals. We had to rely on the ‘trotros’ and taxis to help transport the injured people to
the hospital. (Practitioner 10)
Because of the lack of support services, our response to disasters has always been poor. When there is a fire in Central Accra, it
takes forever for the fire service to get to the disaster scene. Resilient cities have support services that quickly respond to disas-
ters, but Accra lacks that. (Practitioner 14)

Other practitioners also reported the lack of reliable power supply, road networks, hospital facilities, and public transport as af-
fecting the resilience of communities in Accra.

3.4.2. Resourcefulness
Resourcefulness emerged as a dominant theme in the descriptions of what a resilient city is by all the practitioners. Their descrip-

tions reflected the relative and situational nature of urban resilience. In this context, the analysis showed urban resilience as a capac-
ity enabled by available and adequate financial resources. An NGO practitioner claimed that inadequate funding has been a signifi-
cant impediment to adopting ideas of building back better in Accra's resilience (Practitioner 16). Another practitioner from the AMA
succinctly stated the centrality of financial resources: “The whole idea of urban resilience gets down to money” (Practitioner 1). An-
other added that “human resources and technical support make no difference without funds” (Practitioner 18). Reflecting on the criti-
cality of resources, other practitioners explained:

The district assemblies and NaDMO are the first points of call during disasters, but these organisations are under-resourced.
Until they are well-resourced, I do not see how they can effectively respond to disaster. (Practitioner 4)

Another added:
Urban resilience is only enabled through material and financial resources; without these, there is no resilience. When you com-
pare cities in developed countries to the case of Accra, Accra is not a resilient city. We have poor road networks and lack the
necessary material and financial resources to enable resilience in Accra. However, these issues are not problems for cities in de-
veloped countries. (Practitioner 10)

The above quote implies that resources are essential in developing urban resilience against risks and extreme events. The diverse
referencing of urban resilience to the resourcefulness of a city points to the criticality of situational and local conditions in resilience
discourse.

3.4.3. Community networks and support
NGOs, IDOs, and AMA practitioners also discussed community networks and support as essential characteristics that enable urban

resilience. They pointed out the criticality of the support provided by friends, family, neighbours, and work colleagues based on
shared values as a foundation of urban resilience for urban communities. A supportive community helps each other to cope and adapt
during hard times. According to the analysis, social support and a collective sense of community among residents were important in
their response to the June 2015 Accra flood disaster. Notwithstanding the limited resources at the disposal of these communities, the
support from the communities was recognised as timely in helping the victims of the flood. As explained by some practitioners:

There was enormous community support for the victims during the June 2015 disaster. We saw many young men and women
coming out to assist the affected people. A community member also offered his house to shelter the disaster victims. (Practi-
tioner 17)
The communities mobilised themselves and started helping the most affected households by helping carry some of their be-
longings to safety. Others offered blankets and places for affected people to stay. (Practitioner 14)

3.4.4. Learning
Just over half of the practitioners also reflected on urban resilience as a product of learning that served as the basis for withstand-

ing and adapting to disasters. Learning from previous disaster experiences was strongly emphasised as foundational for the prepared-
ness of the residents of Accra. Some practitioners noted that a resilient city shows an ability to learn from previous disasters:

The 2015 flood disaster in Accra exposed the vulnerabilities in our city and created opportunities for us to learn. A critical
characteristic of a resilient city is the opportunity it presents for learning. (Practitioner 15)
Flood experiences of people in Accra create the opportunity to learn and cope with future community floods. (Practitioner 11)
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Another theme associated with learning from previous disaster experiences was the ability to re-evaluate a situation and plan
proactively, with most references coming from NADMO, IDO, and NGO practitioners. People's knowledge of Accra's risk factors, disas-
ter history, and willingness to learn was recognised as vital for proactive planning. Underscoring the issue, some practitioners ex-
plained:

An important issue for me is people’s knowledge of extreme events in the city. People must know the main risks that Accra
faces and its historical impact. When people appreciate the risk they are dealing with, it gives them some certainty to think
proactively and prepare. (Practitioner 20)
Flood is the number one risk in Accra, and our experiences of these flood events are crucial in determining how disaster agen-
cies and communities in Accra respond and cope. It is not enough for people to know that floods and rainstorms are major dis-
aster risk factors in Accra; they must also learn from these disasters. From their experience, they know how to respond and seek
help. (Practitioner 9)

3.4.5. Institutional collaboration
Given its potential to create more unified disaster response and planning, a few practitioners (20%) referenced the importance of

institutional collaboration. A practitioner explained:
The willingness of NaDMO, the district assemblies, and other relevant agencies to collaborate by sharing ideas and resources is
critical in determining how we respond to floods in Accra and mitigate their impacts. (Practitioner 11)

However, the analysis showed that a lack of effective collaboration among disaster planning and response agencies in Accra is im-
peding disaster response and urban resilience efforts. As the following practitioners noted:

Even though local government law mandates that local governments collaborate to solve interconnected local government
problems like floods, in practice, this is not the case. For example, one district will say given that I collect resources from my as-
sembly, I don’t see why I should collaborate with another district by contributing resources to address the problems facing our
districts. The problem in your district is your problem, not mine, so let me focus on mine. (Practitioner 8)
I am tired of the lack of collaboration among disaster and risk agencies in Accra. During the June 2015 Accra disaster, the re-
sponse approach from the various disaster response agencies was a mess; the various agencies failed to work together. The lo-
cal government wrote to some of the National disaster response agencies to get information about the 2015 Accra flood disas-
ter …. but we never got any proper response. (Practitioner 2)

3.4.6. Community involvement and leadership
Given the potential to give voice to the locals and the opportunity to influence urban resilience outcomes, some practitioners

(40%) also spoke of the importance of community involvement and leadership in urban resilience development and disaster response
initiatives. The urban resilience consultants, IDO, and NGO participants made the most reference to these concepts. Their description
of community involvement as a characteristic of urban resilience emphasised the need to build an efficient decentralised governance
system that empowers local communities to influence urban resilience planning outcomes in Accra. Community voice was deemed a
central part of urban resilience:

The communities and their leaders are generally excluded when planning disaster response initiatives in Accra. However, gov-
ernment officials must appreciate that these community residents know their communities' vulnerabilities better and can pro-
vide some relevant information. So, leaving them out of initiatives to plan Accra’s resilience could be counterproductive.
(Practitioner 17)
“We must give the locals a voice and start involving them. Over the years, community involvement in Accra’s disaster planning
and response has been marginal, and nothing is changing. Urban resilience is about including everyone and gathering ideas
from everyone, and that is one sure way to address the flooding in Accra. (Practitioner 14)

A couple of these practitioners also underscored the critical role of leadership during disasters and urban resilience building. A
couple claimed a lack of good leadership in Accra, particularly in urban resilience planning, community engagement, disaster re-
sponse, and management. A practitioner from the MLGDRD also spoke of the importance of public confidence and trust in leadership
and disaster and risk management agencies, “We must lead by example to build public confidence in our ability to respond to these
disasters and demonstrate that we care about the communities” (Practitioner 13). The practitioner added that “politicians and tech-
nocrats must not shy away from making the difficult urban resilience planning decisions such as destroying buildings on waterways.
Even though these decisions and actions may be unpopular, in the long-term, they will help mitigate the flood vulnerability of Accra”
(Practitioner 13).

The different characteristics illustrate the complexity of factors that enable urban resilience. Besides pointing to the context-
specificity of the characteristics that define urban resilience, these characteristics also accentuate the capabilities that should be pri-
oritised in Accra's resilience planning and development. Table 1 presents a summary of the study results.
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Table 1
Findings of practitioner insights into urban resilience.

Issue Descriptions

Ambiguous concept … means everything, but it is difficult to appreciate its true meaning.
Preparedness … urban resilience is about our readiness to respond to these extreme events.
Function The ability of a city to experience disasters and continue to function.
Robustness … inherent capacity of a city to withstand disasters without permanently collapsing or losing its structural capability.
Mitigation Preparedness and ability to minimise the impact of disasters.
Adapt …. entails a city's ability to respond and adjust to different disaster situations
Bounce back … … …revert to their previous state.
Build back better … . it will not be helpful to revert to a pre-existing state after a flood disaster. We should aim to build back better.
Change and transformation Disasters open windows of opportunities to change and improve the infrastructural landscape of Accra.
Physical infrastructure Urban resilience is about developing reliable and robust physical infrastructure, such as roads and drainage systems … … … … …
Resourcefulness … inadequate funding has been a significant impediment to adopting ideas of building back better in Accra's resilience.
Community support There was enormous community support for the victims during the June 2015 disaster.
Learning The 2015 flood disaster in Accra exposed the vulnerabilities in our city and created opportunities for us to learn.
Collaboration During the June 2015 Accra disaster, the various agencies didn't work together; they were working in silos.
Engagement and participation Urban resilience is about including everyone and gathering ideas from everyone.

Source: Authors' construction

4. Discussion
The paper explored how urban resilience is understood and described from the perspectives of practitioners in Ghana and aimed to

bridge the gap between practical and theoretical interpretations of urban resilience. The findings show that most practitioners inter-
pret urban resilience as withstanding or resisting risks and prioritising technical, functional, and physical infrastructural goals that re-
flect conservative urban resilience notions. The findings contradict recent studies in fourteen European countries [18], Canada [36],
and a cross-country study across Africa, Asia, and South and Central America [37] where practitioners favoured transformative no-
tions of urban resilience. We offer two possible explanations for the results. First, besides emerging recently in Ghana, urban re-
silience emerged in relation to disaster risk mitigation instead of broader sustainability ideas. Secondly, the World Bank has been at
the heart of most, if not all, of the government of Ghana's urban resilience projects. Notable examples of these urban resilience pro-
jects funded by the World Bank include the Greater Accra Clean, Resilient and Inclusive Development Project, Resilience Cities Pro-
gram, Climate Resilient Landscapes for Sustainable Livelihoods Project, and the current GARID project. The World Bank (2015: p.19)
defines resilience as “the ability of a system, entity, community, or person to adapt to various changing conditions and withstand
shocks while maintaining its essential functions, " reinforcing the conservative engineering perspective of urban resilience. Therefore,
it is plausible that practitioners align their interpretations with the World Bank's. This validates the notion that urban resilience inter-
pretations are influenced by urban resilience definitions and goals from development organisations [38].

The practitioners' dominant conservative urban resilience views raise some concerns about urban resilience planning. It implies a
high likelihood that efforts to plan and develop urban resilience would not consider how socioeconomic and political structures inter-
sect, neglect or underestimate the need for critical engagement with inequality and marginalisation that come into consideration
when exploring vulnerabilities to extreme events and risks [29,39]. In other words, practitioners are less likely to focus on vulnerable
groups and communities, the improvement of institutional structures, and the inclusion of key stakeholders. So, rather than challenge
established governance processes and systems, the conservative urban resilience perspective will likely reinforce them [26,40].
Hence, relying on conservative urban resilience ideas in planning resilience in cities can have opposite effects, generate maladapta-
tion, and exacerbate existing vulnerabilities in cities [11,27,41]. This is not to argue that the conservative approach to urban re-
silience has no place in urban resilience planning. Undeniably, cities in African countries, including Ghana, are experiencing in-
creased extreme events and disasters [1], with some resulting in devasting outcomes [7]. Therefore, strategies that enable immediate
recovery and functioning of crucial urban infrastructure and services following disasters will be needed.

The findings also indicate that a few practitioners interpreted urban resilience from a more transformative perspective, describing
the opportunity for change, innovation, and building back better. However, inadequate resources were pointed out as a significant
structural barrier. These findings corroborate previous studies by Su and Le Dé [42] in the Philippines and Mannakkara and Wilkin-
son [43] in a comparative study involving Australia and Sri Lanka. Both studies identified inadequate funding as a major impediment
to adopting transformative urban resilience ideas in post-disaster recovery initiatives. Without adequate resources for planning and
developing urban resilience, opportunities to adopt transformative ideas in urban resilience might be compromised, especially in de-
veloping African countries like Ghana. This is particularly important when there are calls to adopt transformative ideas in urban re-
silience planning [21,26]. While efforts to integrate transformative ideas into urban resilience have been challenging, highlighting
opportunities and approaches for change can help in this exercise. For policymakers, adopting transformative urban resilience ideas
could provide a valuable approach to planning and developing resilience in cities that draws attention to the need to address different
urban resilience priorities and goals. It may also help policymakers identify ‘blind spots’ in their approach to urban resilience plan-
ning and appreciate the benefits of different stakeholder interests. This can enhance urban resilience planning at all phases, from
planning (creating opportunities for diverse views) to implementation (addressing different stakeholder needs) and evaluation.

Furthermore, the paper contributes to the urban resilience literature by drawing attention to the role of context for a better and
more nuanced understanding of urban resilience. The analysis indicates that practitioner values, disaster experiences, and agency pri-
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orities are critical contextual factors influencing practitioners' knowledge and pathways to urban resilience. The public administra-
tion and behavioural science literature have long demonstrated that how practitioners conceive and plan development programmes is
primarily influenced by their contextual realities [44,45]. These influential urban resilience factors, which are context-sensitive, indi-
cate the intricate nature of planning resilience in cities. Urban resilience interpretations underpinned by context-specific experiences
and realities are less marked with preconceived assumptions and may better account for nuanced socio-political dynamics, inequities,
and marginalisation patterns. This lends credence to the idea of ‘negotiated resilience’ [46], which is grounded in transformative re-
silience and suggests the need for a platform that creates opportunities to negotiate the experiences and interests of different groups in
planning urban resilience. Given that cities in different institutional environments encounter different issues in planning for urban re-
silience, a context-specific and bottom-up approach would be an appropriate strategy to tailor urban resilience to local realities and
experiences.

Lastly, the paper underscores the significance of a reflective approach to urban resilience planning. A critical reflective approach
creates opportunities for ongoing learning for urban resilience planning. That is, internalising a complex disaster experience, learning
from the experience, and articulating a tractable plan to guide current and future urban resilience efforts. This supports perspectives
on urban resilience that align with socio-ecological or transformational resilience [9]. Considering the annual flood disasters in Accra
([7] [35]), an approach to disaster recovery from extreme events can never achieve the goal of transformation and ‘building back bet-
ter’ without critical reflection. This suggests a need to look beyond that single disaster event with a critical analysis of the broader
causal factors, including weak institutional collaboration, poor leadership, inadequate resources, and weak disaster governance struc-
tures, as highlighted in this study. Moreover, a critically reflective approach enables more collective learning, which provides a mech-
anism for collective urban resilience action [26,40]. Therefore, support for a reflective approach to urban resilience planning could be
useful in identifying areas of risk and vulnerability to advance transformative ideas in urban resilience.

5. Conclusion
Considerable scholarly effort has been invested in unpacking the multiple meanings associated with urban resilience, debating its

relevance, and criticising its lack of clarity. Using a qualitative research approach and drawing on semi-structured interviews with 20
practitioners in Ghana, the study examined practitioner insights into urban resilience and the implications for theory and practice.
The findings revealed that practitioners have diverse understandings and views about urban resilience, shaped by their different expe-
riences and priorities. Functional and outcome-oriented urban resilience understanding prioritising physical urban infrastructure
dominated urban resilience views among the practitioners. Few practitioners understood urban resilience in social and governance
terms that align with transformative urban resilience ideas. The study also indicated that limited resources and weak institutional and
governance structures undermine efforts to develop urban resilience from a more transformative perspective. The paper unearths
ways to understand the factors that impede and contribute to advancing transformative ideas in urban resilience. As climate risk and
disasters occupy global and national discourse and cities continue to experience extreme events and disasters, studies such as this will
be critical in ensuring that locally designed urban resilience strategies are anchored on local contextual realities and driven by trans-
formative urban resilience ideas. This is critical because they hold enormous promise for advancing politically feasible and socially
equitable urban resilience policies and planning outcomes.

The study focused on describing urban resilience from the perspective of a sample of practitioners who participated in the GARID
project in Ghana, which may limit the transferability of the results in other countries, given the difference in context. Furthermore,
the sample selection was restricted to urban resilience practitioners who participated in the GARID Project. Consequently, practition-
ers who did not participate in the project were excluded from the research. There may be some differences in how these excluded
practitioners interpret and understand urban resilience that may not be captured in this study. Another limitation is that most of the
practitioners who participated in the study work in the public sector, which could create a bias in their views. These limitations
should be considered when interpreting the findings of the study. Future studies can expand on these findings and cross-country com-
parative studies would be a useful addition to the literature.
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Appendix 1. Summary of interviews with codes, year of interview and organisation

Code Year of interview Organisation

Practitioner 1 2020 Accra Metropolitan Assembly
Practitioner 2 2021 Accra Metropolitan Assembly
Practitioner 3 2020 Accra Metropolitan Assembly
Practitioner 4 2021 National Disaster Management Organisation
Practitioner 5 2021 National Disaster Management Organisation
Practitioner 6 2021 Ministry of Environment, Science, Technology and Innovation
Practitioner 7 2021 Ministry of Sanitation and Water Resources
Practitioner 8 2021 Environmental Protection Agency
Practitioner 9 2021 Environmental Protection Agency
Practitioner 10 2020 Ministry of Works and Housing
Practitioner 11 2021 Land Use and Spatial Planning Authority
Practitioner 12 2020 Land Use and Spatial Planning Authority
Practitioner 13 2021 Ministry of Local Government, Decentralisation and Rural Development
Practitioner 14 2021 Non-Government Organisation
Practitioner 15 2021 Non-Government Organisation
Practitioner 16 2021 Non-Government Organisation
Practitioner 17 2021 Urban Resilience Consultant
Practitioner 18 2021 Urban Resilience Consultant
Practitioner 19 2021 International Development Organisation
Practitioner 20 2021 International Development Organisation
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