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Studying resilience as a governance rationality: 
Background, theory, and methods

Introduction

It has become somewhat cliché for government officials and policymakers to de-

clare that the world is increasingly insecure – more volatile, uncertain, complex, 

and ambiguous. Such statements perhaps more aptly capture contemporary policy 

and governance challenges (and in that sense, are perhaps an apologia for the in-

effectiveness of current interventions) than providing an explanation for the range 

of challenges that threaten life as we know it, such as climate change and climate 

change-induced natural disasters, political instability and armed conflict, migration 

and (protracted) forced displacement, as well as global pandemics.

Of course, there have always been risks to life. Yet as Beck (1992) argued, the 

risks and hazards that characterize our day and age are part and parcel of processes 

of modernization. They are products of advances made in science and technology 

that have fuelled, rather than quenched, societies’ thirst for wealth. According to 

Beck (1992):

“Questions of the development and employment of technologies (in 

the realms of nature, society and the personality) are being eclipsed by 

question of the political and economic ‘management’ of the risks of ac-

tually or potentially utilized technologies – discovering, administering, 

acknowledging, avoiding or concealing such hazards with respect to 

specially defined horizons of relevance” (p. 19-20).

Typically, governments and policymakers govern (in)security by trying to control 

it. Strategies, such as the increasingly advanced techniques of predictive risk model-

ling – including for natural disasters, pandemics, nuclear meltdowns, and even war 

– (presumably) render the future calculable, predictable and controllable. Despite 

our preoccupation with risks and hazards and our attempts at securing life, we have 

been largely unable to prevent the world from becoming (perceived as) increasingly 

dangerous.

It is this (perceived) unpredictability of what Taleb (2017) called ‘Black Swan 

events’ – from the 9/11 attacks and the 2008 financial crisis to the war in Syria and 

the COVID-19 pandemic – that drives today’s sense of fundamental insecurity. Not-
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withstanding their unprecedented, global impact and the limited resources (and 

sometimes, political will) available to address them, contemporary crises alert us 

to the limits to what we can possibly know about the future and its potential crises 

(Aradau & van Munster, 2011; O’Malley, 2014). The challenge becomes protecting 

ourselves against the unknown.

Notions such as the VUCA – volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous – world 

(Bennet & Lemoine, 2014; US Army Heritage & Education Center [USAHEC], 2018) 

echo governments and policymakers’ understanding that the challenges they face 

are more than just ‘wicked’ (Rittel & Webber, 1973). To quote Donald Rumsfeld:

“There are known knowns. There are things we know we know. We 

also know there are known unknowns. That is to say, we know there are 

some things we do not know. But there are also unknown unknowns, 

the ones we don’t know we don’t know”.

In the face of ‘unknown unknowns’, the problem is not “merely a matter of know-

ing more, in order to reveal the causal interconnections” (Chandler, 2017, p. 137), 

which can then be acted upon by governments and policymakers. Rather, it is “an 

ontological problem, i.e. the problem exists at the level of what is to be known (it 

is not linear and law-bound) rather than at the level of how we might know the 

underlying reality” (Chandler, 2017, p. 137-138). This is the hallmark of reflexive 

modernity; “a heightened awareness that mastery is impossible and that control 

over actions is now seen as a complete modernist fiction … we become conscious 

that consciousness does not mean full control [emphasis added]” (Latour, 2003, p. 

36; see also Beck, Bonss & Lau, 2003).

Now, to what extent crises are truly unpredictable remains up to debate (Bazer-

man & Watkins, 2004; Phan & Wood, 2020). Adopting a discourse of unpredicta-

bility or the impossibility of control may be a fool proof tactic to obscure the unwill-

ingness or failure to intervene, or simply be an excuse for a lack of preparedness. 

As Beck (2000) noted:

“Believed risks are the whip used to keep the present-day moving 

along at a gallop. The more threatening the shadows that fall on the 

present day from a terrible future looming in the distance, the more 

compelling the shock that can be provoked by dramatizing risk today” 

(p. 214).
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Yet, considering the increasingly common conception of social life in terms of 

complexity – not just by government officials and policymakers, but likewise by sci-

entists (Byrne & Callaghan, 2014) – the question rather becomes: as we are con-

fronted with the limits of knowability, i.e., what is to be known, how do we govern 

(in)security?

Building ‘resilience’ seems to be the answer of our times. An alternative to at-

tempting to control our (social) environment, resilience refers, at its most basic lev-

el, to a capacity to reduce the impact of adverse events (Keck & Sakdapolrak, 2013; 

Lorenz, 2013). Although this tells us very little about what that looks like in practice, 

‘resilience’ experienced a sudden spike in popularity among governments and pol-

icymakers in the 2000s and 2010s, becoming a perennial leitmotif for policies and 

programmes aimed at domestic and international security. As I elaborate on later 

in this chapter, a variety of actors – including governments, international organiza-

tions, and non-governmental organizations – have adopted resilience, presenting it 

as a silver bullet for the complex nature of today’s policy and governance challeng-

es. Despite its popularity, much about resilience as a strategy to govern (in)security 

remains unknown.

In essence, ‘resilience’ reverberates with the idea that ‘you can’t stop the waves, 

but you can learn to surf’ – as per a popular saying by Jon Kabat-Zinn, founder of 

the mindfulness movement. The waves are a simple metaphor for life – sometimes 

calm, sometimes rough, but always in flux. They are:

“the poignant enormity of our life experience. It includes crises and 

disaster but also all the little things that go wrong and that add up. The 

phrase reminds us that life is always in flux, that everything we think is 

permanent is actually only temporary and constantly changing” (Ka-

bat- Zinn, 1990, p. 6).

Surfing the waves – becoming resilient – then, “captures something positive 

about the human spirit’s ability to come to grips with what is most difficult in life 

and to find within it room to grow in strength and wisdom” (Kabat-Zinn, 1990, p. 5).

How do these notions from positive psychology translate to the realm govern-

ance and policy, which concern not the individual (per se) but the collective; not 

personal tragedies (per se) but the deeply political issue of (in)security, conditions 

more often than not the result of global inequality and oppression? My objective 

is to understand the significance and implications of the turn to resilience in the 

global governance of (in)security, by analysing the use of the notion of resilience in 
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policy and practice. To this end, I have formulated the following research questions:

What is the significance and implication of the turn to resilience in the 

global governance of (in)security?

a. How is resilience expressed in policies and programmes in the 

field of security, humanitarian action and development assistance?

b. How do practitioners translate resilience into resilience-building 

interventions?

In the sections that follow, I elaborate on the background of the concept of resil-

ience, I theorize resilience as a governance rationality building on the work of resil-

ience scholars within security studies, and I discuss my methodology.

In section 2 (‘A brief history of resilience’), I trace the roots of the concept of re-

silience throughout history, including the various scientific disciplines in which it has 

been employed – notably psychology, ecology, risk studies, and disaster studies. In 

section 3 (‘Problematizing resilience: Critical security perspectives’), I discuss the 

(critical) security literature that has (hotly) debated resilience since around the mid-

2000s. By problematizing resilience through the lens of security studies, I establish 

the foundations of my theoretical framework. In section 4 (‘Theorizing resilience as 

a governance rationality), I engage with the literature on governance and ideas in 

order to conceptualize resilience as a governance rationality. This allows for study-

ing resilience as it is understood and used by policymakers and practitioners, rather 

than as a quality of systems that can be observed and measured.

In section 5 (‘Methodology’), I elaborate on the methods I have employed to 

answer the research questions formulated above. Notably, I discuss the selection of 

my cases, how I have analysed policy discourses of resilience, and how I conducted 

interviews with humanitarian and development practitioners who engage with the 

concept of resilience professionally. In section 6 (‘Outline of the book’), I provide an 

outline and short summaries of the different chapters of the book.

A brief history of resilience

Over the centuries, philosophers, writers, scientists – and government officials and 

policymakers more recently – have engaged with the concept of resilience. It has 

‘travelled’ through various philosophical traditions, academic disciplines, and pol-

icy areas, acquiring multiple and diverse layers of meanings; sometimes similar, 
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sometimes different, and sometimes contradictory. Various scholars have proposed 

their analyses of the roots and origins of resilience (Alexander, 2013; Bourbeau, 

2018a, 2018b; Joseph, 2018; Walker & Cooper, 2011), in an attempt to disentangle 

the different layers of meaning and to better understand what ‘resilience-thinking’ 

(Chandler, 2014b) entails today. Inspired by their work, in this section I first explore 

the etymology of resilience, from its Latin roots to its earliest inclusion in diction-

aries of the early modern period (ca. 1500-1800) and its first recorded use as a 

concept in the physical sciences.

I then continue to explore how and why resilience emerged as a concept in a 

variety of scientific disciplines, including psychology in the 1950s through 1970s, 

ecology in the 1970s, risk studies in the 1970s and 1980s, disaster studies in the 

1990s and 2000s, and security studies from the 2000s through 2010s. Undoubted-

ly, resilience-thinking in many of these disciplines has since then evolved, bearing 

more or less resemblance to the initial understandings of resilience when it first 

emerged within these disciplines. My purpose here, however, is to engage with 

the emergence of resilience in these different fields of study, in order to trace not 

just the origins of the different meanings epitomized by ‘resilience’, but also to offer 

a possible explanation for the journey the concept has made. Why, for example, 

did resilience as it was used by ecologists resonate with risk scholars? What was 

the (logical) connection between risk and disaster studies that made intellectual 

exchange about resilience possible? Why was resilience as it was used by disaster 

scholars and practitioners picked up by policymakers in the field of (international) 

security? The genealogical narrative that follows offers (some) possible answers to 

these and related questions.

A disclaimer is in order. The purpose of the following section is not to provide an 

exhaustive overview of all scientific disciplines and policy areas in which resilience 

has been used. In order to keep this brief history of resilience brief – i.e., manage-

able and readable – some disciplines are omitted, including economics (Briguglio, 

Cordina, Farrugia & Vella, 2009; Simmie & Martin, 2010); organization sciences (Vo-

gus & Sutcliffe, 2007); anthropology (Barrios, 2016); and engineering and sustain-

ability science (Roege, Collier, Mancillas, McDonagh & Linkov, 2014). The dis-

ciplines included in this section – psychology, ecology, risk studies, and disaster 

studies – provide ample information to understand where resilience, as it is used 

in (critical) security studies, comes from. As such, the current section presents an 

overview of resilience-thinking across time, relevant scientific disciplines, and policy 

areas to provide a to-the-point background from which to understand resilience as it 

is currently used in the policy and practice of (international) security.
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From its Latin origins to the beginnings of science

Etymology deals with “the investigation of word histories” (Durkin, 2009, p.1). In-

vestigating word histories is about how words have been used throughout different 

historical periods and how their meaning has developed over time. Investigating 

the history of a word can reveal the interpretations, connotations, and usages – 

and the changes and developments therein – in which contemporary meanings of 

words are rooted (Durkin, 2009).

Modern dictionaries provide two (distinct) definitions of resilience. According to 

the online Macmillan Dictionary, resilience is “someone’s ability to become healthy, 

happy, or strong again after an illness, disappointment or other problem” (Macmil-

lan Education, 2020). In addition, resilience is “the ability of a substance or object 

to return to its original shape after being bent, stretched, or pressed” (Macmillan 

Education, 2020). When we investigate how resilience has been used historically, 

we find evidence for both of these meanings (i.e., fortitude after misfortune and the 

ability of objects to return to their original form), but also many more. Let me start by 

tracing the roots of resilience back to classical times.

The word resilience stems from the Latin resilire, where salire means to ‘leap 

or ‘jump’, and the suffix re indicates repetition, withdrawal or backward motion. A 

fairly common use of the verb resilire in antiquity would have been to signal some-

thing rebounding or recoiling, as in the dictum ‘sagitta in lapidem numquam figitur, 

interdum resiliens percutit dirigentem’ (attributed to both St. John Chrysostom, 

Archbishop of Constantinople (ca. 347-407) as well as to St. Jerome (ca. 347-420), a 

Christian scholar and secretary to Pope Damascus I, bishop of Rome), which trans-

lates to “an arrow never lodges in a stone: often it recoils upon its sender” (Alex-

ander, 2013, p. 2707).

The figure of speech, used by St. Jerome in a letter to Nepotian (short-lived ruler 

of Rome) was about how clergy ought to behave, emphasizing that one should not 

listen to ‘detractors’ (those who find fault in and criticize others) because misfortune 

will befall both the detractors and those that listen to them. Unwillingness to listen 

(to be like a stone) would ensure that detraction (the arrow) would not affect you 

(Knight, 2020, para. 14). In other words, you should protect yourself from negativity 

by not listening to negative others (and undoubtedly, prevent Divine wrath).

We can find the meaning of resilience as a quality of objects in the early physical 

sciences. Francis Bacon, for example, an English philosopher, statesman and scien-

tist, used the word resilience in his 1625 Sylva Sylvarum or a Naturall Historie in 

ten Centuries, to describe the movement of echoes
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(Alexander, 2013). Christiaan Huygens, a Dutch physicist and mathematician used 

resilire in his 1702 De Motu Corporum ex Percussione (On the Motion of Bodies in 

Collisions) to describe the velocity (speed) with which objects that collide, rebound 

again. As the physical sciences progressed, others made attempts at measuring the 

resilience of objects. In 1807, the physicist Thomas Young for example asserted in 

A Course of Lectures on Natural Philosophy and the Mechanical Arts that:

“The last effect of force on solid materials is their fracture, which, as well 

as the former changes, may be produced either by impulse, or by pres-

sure alone. The action which resists pressure is called strength, and 

that which resists impulse [the effect of force over time] may proper-

ly be termed resilience. … The resilience is jointly proportional to its 

strength and its toughness, and is measured by the product of the 

mass and the square of the velocity of a body capable of breaking 

it, or of the mass and the height from which it must fall in order to ac-

quire that velocity; while the strength is merely measures by the great-

est pressure that it can support in a state of rest [emphasis added]” 

(Young, 1807, p. 143).

Importantly, Young provided unique mathematical formulae for resilience, stiff-

ness, and strength, indicating that they were distinct qualities. His contemporary, 

the English engineer Thomas Tredgold conducted a series of experiments in which 

he measured the resilience of timber by dropping weights of different mass from 

various heights on beams of oak and larch, defining resilience as the “power of 

resisting a body in motion” (Tredgold, 1818, p. 216). Bourbeau (2018a) points out 

that this is where resilience has probably earned its connotation of ‘bending with-

out breaking’.

Resilience was not exclusively applied to objects and natural phenomena how-

ever, but also – and more relevant to the present study – to persons and the way 

in which they behaved. Although the first English language dictionary, A Table Al-

phabeticall (1604), does not include an entry on resilience, the Glossographia or 

dictionary of ‘hard words’ by ‘lexicographer’ Thomas Blount, first published in 1656 

and updated and revised several times afterwards, does. Its 1661 edition defines 

resilience as ‘a leaping or skipping back, a rebounding; a going from one’s word’ 

(Blount, 1661).

This dual meaning was also the case in other languages. In Dutch, for example, 

resilience translates to the word veerkracht, which literally refers to the power of a 
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(metal) spring to resist pressure and return to its original form. Although veerkracht 

does not seem to appear in Dutch dictionaries from before 1500, a dictionary from 

1857 by Dirk Bomhoff Hz., one of the first Dutch linguists, defines ‘veêrkracht’ not 

only as “the ability of a thing, to recover from an incurvation and return to its propri-

etary state [but also as] the fixedness of someone’s physique or character: The man 

possesses little resilience [translated from Dutch to English]” (Bomhoff Hz., 1857, p. 

997). Interestingly, whereas the English definition considers resilience as flexibility 

(in a negative sense, thus making resilience an undesirable quality), the Dutch defi-

nition considers resilience in the sense of being inflexible, or steadfast (in a positive 

sense, thereby making resilience a desirable quality).

Alexander (2013, p. 2708) notes that the Latin resilire gave rise to the Middle 

French résiler, which similar to the English sense, meant ‘to retract’ or ‘to cancel’. 

According to him, the word then crossed over to England as the verb resile, mean-

ing ‘to retract’, ‘return to a former position’ or ‘to desist’, as it was encountered in 

state papers of King Henry VIII in 1529 (Alexander, 2013). Indeed, resilience seems 

to have carried the rather negative connotation of fickleness. This is aptly illustrated 

by the English writer Robert Bell, who narrates the story of one Mr. Temple who has 

lost his wife:

“Mr. Temple, however, seems to have possessed an extraordinary re-

siliency of spirit under this great affliction, for he married the daughter 

of sir John Barnard shortly afterwards; but, as if such sudden infidelity 

to the dead brought a sort of punishment with it, he died himself in 

1740, only four years after the death of his first wife [emphasis added]” 

(Bell, 1839, p. 344; Alexander, 2013; see also Safire, 1983).

At the same time, this passage also reveals the understanding of resilience – as 

it is commonly used in modern times – as fortitude after misfortune or adversity 

(Alexander, 2013). An early illustration of this can be found in a passage from the 

1856 Narrative of the Expedition of an American Squadron to the China Seas and 

Japan, based on the notes and journals of Commodore Matthew Calbraith Perry. 

This work chronicles the American military’s encounter with the people of the Tokai 

region on the east coast of Japan. The region had just been struck by the first of a 

series of destructive earthquakes in 1854. About the people, it said:

“Notwithstanding the calamities caused by the earthquake, there was 

shown a resiliency in the Japanese character which spoke well for their 
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energy. They did not sit down and weep over their misfortunes, but, 

like men, went to work, seemingly but little dispirited [emphasis add-

ed]” (Hawks, 1856, p. 511-512).

Jumping forward a few centuries, the similarities between Hawks’ description 

of the Japanese and the speech former US president Barack Obama held at the 

tenth anniversary of hurricane Katrina in 2015, are striking. Obama lauded New 

Orleans’ “extraordinary resilience”, describing the city as “an example of what is 

possible when, in the face of tragedy and in the face of hardship, good people 

come together to lend a hand, and, brick by brick, block by block, neighbourhood 

by neighbourhood, you build a better future” (The White House, 2015, para. 12). 

Here, we perceive qualities of resilience in the sense of being proactive, dedicated, 

hard-working, energetic, and assertive. Not being resilient, then, would amount to 

being passive, lethargic, unassertive.

From Hawks’ passage we can furthermore identify something interesting hap-

pening. Resilience is spoken of not in the sense of an individual quality (as in some-

one portraying fortitude after a personal tragedy), but a quality of a collective re-

sponse to adversity. A century before the American military expedition, the Dutch 

preacher, politician, and writer Willem Anthony Ockerse wrote about resilience as 

a collective quality in his three-part treatise on the ‘character’ of European peoples 

(Ontwerp tot eene algemeene characterkunde or Design for a general science of 

character, consisting of three parts written between 1788 and 1797). In it, Ockerse 

describes how volken (nations) that ‘lack character’, also lack resilience. Rather than 

fickleness or impressionability, he seems to associate resilience with steadfastness, 

even of staying true to a ‘unitary, collective self’:

“a nation, in whose character nothing strong, nothing sharp reveals it-

self, but within which everything is bland, weak, and fluid; a nation that 

yields and is susceptible to every moral and feeling of its neighbours; 

that has no large or strong passions, no energy, no resilience, no patri-

otic enthusiasm, that no longer has general national principles or com-

mon grounds, but where personal character overpowers and refutes 

the national character, and changes it into endless diversity, in such a 

way that unity and similarity of nature and manners has disappeared, 

the exceptions outnumber the rules, and the nation, that only bends 

and shapes itself in accordance with unique interests, that differs from 

itself, and, like the chameleon, adopts the colours of its food, a nation, 
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with one word, that can be anything, because it is no longer anything in 

itself, such a nation has no character [emphasis added; translated from 

Dutch to English]” (Ockerse, 1788, p. 173-174).

What can we conclude from tracing the various definitions and uses of resilience 

throughout history? There are three main observations. First, that applying the no-

tion of resilience to human behaviour in addition to physical objects is not a mod-

ern invention. Already in the early modern period there is evidence of resilience re-

ferring to both physical objects and human behaviour and character. Second, when 

used to refer to (individual or collective) human behaviour, it has been described as 

(i) the negative quality of fickleness, changeability, instability, or flexibility; and (ii) 

the positive quality of steadfastness, strength, perseverance, of showing fortitude 

after misfortune or adversity. Interestingly, modern conceptions of resilience have 

retained notions of both flexibility and fortitude after adversity, but reframing it as 

a positive quality (as in Kabat-Zinn’s saying ‘you can’t stop the waves, but you can 

learn to surf’). The question is, perhaps, whether this change (flexibility as a positive 

quality) is symptomatic of a change in thinking about how we should respond to 

adversity: through flexibility and adaptation, rather than inflexibility and resistance. 

Third, resilience as used in the early modern period referred to qualities at the in-

dividual level as well as at the collective level. By applying it at the collective level, 

resilience become interesting for governments and policymakers. It is not until the 

1970s and 1980s however, that resilience enters the realm of governance and poli-

cy. Prior to this, it is primarily psychologists and ecologists who employ resilience in 

their respective scientific disciplines. To this, we now turn. For an overview of typical 

definitions of resilience throughout these disciplines, see Table 1 below.

The first resilience thinkers: Psychologists and ecologists

Psychology and ecology are two disciplines commonly mentioned when tracing the 

origins of resilience as a scientific concept. Psychological studies mention resilience 

as early as 1958, albeit merely in passing (Clarke, Clarke & Reiman, 1958). It is the 

1970s and ensuing decades that really witness a proliferation of theories and re-

search on resilience (Masten, 2018), prompted by the question of why some people 

develop psychological disorders following adversity, and others do not. In these 

early studies, the focus is on understanding “good development outcomes despite 

high-risk status, sustained competence under stress, and recovery from trauma” 

(Werner, 1995, p. 81). Pioneers of resilience thinking in psychology, like Norman 
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Garmezy, Lois Murphy, Michael Rutter and Emmy Werner, shifted the discipline’s fo-

cus from vulnerability and deficits to the role of protective factors and adaptive 

capacities, which could subsequently be used to inform psychological interventions 

(Masten, 2013; Yates, Tyrell & Masten, 2015).

Resilience continues to be a popular term in psychological research and practice. 

Within the positive psychology movement, for example, resilience is defined as “the 

ability to cope with whatever life throws at you. Some people are knocked down 

by challenges, but they return as a stronger person more steadfast than before. 

Table 1. Overview of typical definitions of resilience and their distinctive features in a selection of 

relevant disciplines.

Scientific discipline Definition of resilience Distinctive characteristics

Psychology “a class of phenomena characterized 
by good outcomes in spite of serious 
threats to adaptation or development 
[emphasis in original” (Masten, 2001, 
p. 228).

Shift from focus on vulnerability and 
deficits to protective factors and 
adaptive capacities.

Ecology “the capacity of a system to absorb 
disturbance and reorganize while 
undergoing change so as to retain 
essentially the same function, structure, 
identity, and feedbacks” (Walker, 
Holling, Carpenter & Kinzig, 2004, p. 6).

The systems aspect and relationships 
between systems elements, and a 
focus on adaptation.

Risk studies “the capacity to cope with unanticipated 
dangers after they have become 
manifest, learning to bounce back” 
(Wildavsky, 1988, p.77).

Uncertainty and unknowability of 
the future, the impossibility of 
prevention.

Disaster studies “the ability of social entities (for 
example individuals, households, firms, 
communities, economies) to absorb 
the impacts of external and internal 
system shocks without losing the ability 
to function, and failing that, to cope, 
adapt, and recover from those shocks” 
(Tierney, 2014, p. 6).

Convergence of social and 
ecological systems resilience, focus 
on anticipation and prevention.

Security studies “approaches to policy-making [defined 
by] methodological assumptions about 
the nature of the world, the complex 
problem of governance, and the policy 
processes suitable to governing this 
complexity” (Chandler, 2014b, p. 3).

Focus on changes in the relationship 
between citizens and the state, 
and the challenge of governing 
complexity.
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We call these people resilient” (Fontane Pennock, 2020; Yates & Masten, 2004). 

It might be noted that this notion of ‘coming back stronger’ in some definitions of 

resilience is related to the concept of ‘posttraumatic growth’ (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 

2004). Where these concepts may differ, Tedeschi and Calhoun (2004) argue, is that 

“posttraumatic growth refers to a change in people that goes beyond an ability to 

resist and not be damaged by highly stressful circumstances; it involves a movement 

beyond pretrauma levels of adaptation. Posttraumatic growth, then, has a quality 

of transformation, or a qualitative change in functioning, unlike the apparently sim-

ilar concepts of resilience, sense of coherence, optimism, and hardiness [emphasis 

added]” (p. 4). We will see later that resilience seems to have absorbed this idea of 

posttraumatic growth (i.e., ‘transformative resilience’) in response to the critique 

that returning to the pre-adversity status quo is undesirable.

Another critique has been the lack of attention to the role of the context. Contex-

tual factors are known to play an important role in vulnerability and are likely to be 

of similarly value for resilience. As Ungar (2015) notes for example:

“To be resilient we must experience security, social justice, a power-

ful identity, personal power, and positive relationships. Psychological 

enlightenment is a luxury enjoyed by those whose basic needs have 

already been met” (para. 11).

The same critique has also been offered by critical security scholars, and will be 

revisited when discussing their response to the rise of resilience as a buzzword in the 

context of (international) security.

Even more so than psychology, scholars of resilience point to ecology as the 

‘source’ of the concept. More often than not, this observation is followed by a ref-

erence to the Canadian ecologist Crawford ‘Buzz’ Holling’s seminal 1973 paper, in 

which he used the notion of resilience to look at the behaviour of ecological systems 

faced with disturbances, defining the concept as “a measure of the persistence of 

systems and of their ability to absorb change and disturbance and still maintain 

the same relationships between populations or state variables” (Holling, 1973, p. 

14). Thirty years later, Holling and colleagues redefined resilience as “the capacity 

of a system to absorb disturbance and reorganize while undergoing change so as 

to retain essentially the same function, structure, identity, and feedbacks [emphasis 

added]” (Walker, Holling, Carpenter & Kinzig, 2004, p. 6). The revised definition 

emphasizes transformation rather than maintenance and stability.

Holling distinguished his version of resilience (or ‘ecological resilience’) from the 
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more traditional understanding of resilience – as used within ecology, but rooted 

in engineering. The latter, he argued, was concerned with efficiency, constancy, 

predictability: about the amount of disturbance that can be resisted and the speed 

with which systems that are by default in an equilibrium state, return to that equi-

librium (Holling, 1996). In contrast, ‘ecological resilience’, was about persistence, 

change, and unpredictability: rather than returning to a prior equilibrium, systems 

are constantly changing their structure (i.e., adapting) in response to disturbances 

(Holling, 1996). Ecological systems are always in flux, and resilience is about the 

moment that systems ‘flip’ to a new state (Holling, 1996).

Rather than merely theoretical, ecologists recognized the usefulness of the con-

cept of resilience to the management of ecological systems. For Holling (1973), this 

meant expecting the unexpected, and thus the need to devise systems “that can 

absorb and accommodate future events in whatever unexpected form they may 

take” (Holling, 1973, p. 21). More recently, Standish et al. (2014) introduced the 

term ‘unhelpful resilience’, to refer to “degraded or altered ecosystems [that] do not 

return to the historic pre- disturbance state without assistance” (p. 45), contrasting 

it with ‘helpful resilience, where the ecosystem returns to the pre-disturbance state 

“and thus management intervention is not required” (p. 45).

Exchanges between ecologists and risk scholars

In 1975, Holling attended the International Institute for Applied Systems Analysis 

(IIASA) workshop in Laxenburg, Austria. The workshop was aimed at advancing the 

“understanding [of] the nature and implications of the unknown (as distinct from the 

merely uncertain) [emphasis in original]” (Clark & Swain, 1975, p. 3). The workshop 

participants established that the concept of resilience “evolved from considerations 

of ecosystem behaviour: persistent natural systems were found to exhibit a variety 

of mechanisms allowing them to absorb stress, adapt to changes in their environ-

ments, and generally survive in the face of the unexpected” (Clark & Swain, 1975, 

p. 2). The art, then, was about balancing between risk and safety, or as Clark and 

Swain (1975) put it, in a rather amusing way:

“so safe and risk-averse a heaven as to be without those little surprises 

that Holling says … are necessary for an interesting life. It would be, in 

other words, the sort of heaven invented by an unimaginative Baptist. 

The … opposite, of course, is Armageddon” (p. 10).
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While it is difficult to pinpoint the exact start of the (scientific) study of risk (man-

agement), important units of analysis for the first risk studies were space exploration 

programmes and chemical and nuclear power plants (Renn, 1998). The American 

electrical engineer and nuclear energy expert Chauncey Starr noted in 1969 that the 

world faced “a general situation in which widespread use of a new technological de-

velopment may occur before its social impact can be properly assessed, and before 

any empirical adjustment of the benefit-versus-cost relation is obviously indicated” 

(Starr, 1969, p. 1233).

The debate in which resilience would take up a central role, as so aptly described 

by Clark (1980), was about – and this will sound familiar – dealing with the unknown:

“we respond to the unknown by trying to retreat from it, or trying to 

comprehend it, or trying to control it … All of these traditions have one 

thing in common. They set themselves in opposition to the unknown 

and try to overcome or control it, thereby hoping to establish a more 

predictable and less frightening world … Our ignorance will always 

remain greater than our knowledge … There is an alternative tradition 

of coping which, though virtually absent from the contemporary risk de-

bate [that] accepts the inevitability of incomplete knowledge, seeks to 

accommodate rather than control the unknown, and thereby aims to 

coexist with and prosper from surprise. In this tradition, the ‘risk prob-

lem’ is not uncertainty of outcome, or violence of event, or toxicity 

of substance, or anything of the kind. Instead, it is the challenge of 

coping confidently, effectively, and creatively with the surprising world 

around us. The fundamental question is not how to calculate, con-

trol, or even reduce risk. It is how to increase our risk-taking abilities” 

(Clark, 1980, p. 29-30).

An influential risk scholar, Aaron Wildavsky used the concept of resilience (citing 

Holling), defining it as “the capacity to cope with unanticipated dangers after they 

have become manifest, learning to bounce back” (1988, p.77). As a strategy to man-

age risks, resilience was considered more effective, and cheaper, than anticipation 

or prevention (Boin & Lodge, 2016; Wildavsky 1988). Together with Wildavsky, risk 

scholar Mary Douglas juxtaposed strategies of ‘resilience’ and ‘anticipation’:

“From the standpoint of managing risk, the dilemma is posed by the 

polar opposites of anticipation and resilience. Anticipation emphasiz-



32

C
H

A
P

T
E

R
 O

N
E

es uniformity; resilience stresses variability … Instead of attempting 

to guard against every evil, only the most likely or most dangerous 

would be covered, with the full expectation that whatever was missed 

would be countered as and after it occurred … When the one sure 

thing is that we won’t be able to predict important difficulties that the 

nation will face in the future, diversity and flexibility may be the best 

defences. Attempting to reduce risk by extinguishing variety may actu-

ally increase it” (Douglas & Wildavsky, 1982, p. 196).”

Here, we can discern the different traditions mentioned by Clark: those that set 

themselves the impossible task of controlling the unknown, and the one that em-

phasizes embracing the unexpected through flexibility and adaptation (i.e., ‘surfing 

the waves’). It is here, moreover, that we clearly see the realization emerge among 

scientists that, confronted with the limits of knowability, flexibility and adaptation 

may prove better strategies to deal with adversity than inflexibility and resistance. 

This is, perhaps, where flexibility begets its positive connotations.

Comfort (1994) looked at the tensions between anticipation and resilience, ex-

amining Wildavsky’s distinction between “anticipation, which assumes a capacity 

to prevent harm before it occurs, with a strategy of resilience, which assumes a 

capacity to reorganize resources and action to respond to actual danger, after it 

occurs [emphasis added]” (Comfort, 1994, p. 157). Importantly, Comfort noted that 

because prediction of future adverse events is impossible (considering the future 

is unknowable), resilience is not about prevention but about a way to respond to 

adverse events after they have materialized. In this way, resilience is a purely reac-

tive strategy.

Turning to the emerging literature on complex systems, Comfort (1994) conclud-

ed that balancing between anticipation and resilience would require “a capacity for 

learning from one set of conditions and actions and incorporating that new knowl-

edge into the decision process for the next stage of action. Striking the balance 

between order and chaos, anticipation and resilience, requires a process of continual 

learning” (Comfort, 1994, p. 168). More simply put by Clark (1980): “If knowledge 

is incomplete, if the future is uncertain, then mistakes and surprise are inevitable. 

The categorical imperative is to recognize such mistakes, to learn from the, and to 

modify future actions accordingly” (p. 38-39). Building the organizational capacity 

for learning, then, becomes paramount.
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Resilience in disaster studies

In essence, disaster studies focus on one specific type of risk: natural disasters. They 

are increasingly common. Whereas the harmful impact of human interaction with 

nature has increased the risk of natural hazards occurring, vulnerabilities in societies 

due to global inequality warrant their destructive impact. According to the 2020 

World Disasters Report, the number of climate- and weather-related disasters such 

as floods, storms or heat waves, has risen 35% since the 1990s, affecting 1.7 billion 

people across the world in just the last decade (International Federation of Red 

Cross and Red Crescent Societies, 2020). This is also noted by global reinsurance 

companies like Swiss Re and Munich Re, which observe an upward trend in overall 

and insured economic losses resulting from natural disasters (Munich Re, 2019; 

Bevere & Dornigg, 2020).

In disaster studies, scholars generally conceptualize ‘disaster’ in terms of the 

convergence between natural hazards (e.g., floods, hurricanes, earthquakes) and 

the social, economic, and political vulnerabilities of the affected society (Wisner, 

Blaikie, Cannon & Davis, 2004). In other words, vulnerabilities within society (e.g., 

poverty, the use of low-quality building materials, lack of good governance and 

disaster management capacity at local and national government levels) ensure that 

a hazard becomes a disaster. Moreover, disasters instantly expose and deepen the 

structural inequalities within a society – as illustrated by the aftermath of Hurricane 

Katrina (Elliot & Pais, 2006; see also Tierney, 2006). It is often the poor and margin-

alized communities that – even decades later – struggle with the destructive impact 

of extreme weather events (Campbell, 2020; Rodríguez, Donner & Trainor, 2018). 

Hence why Tierney (2014) has noted that “[t]he origins of disaster lie not in nature, 

and not in technology, but rather in the ordinary everyday workings of society itself 

[emphasis added]” (p. 5).

During the late 1990s and early 2000s ‘resilience’ became an integral component 

of international disaster risk reduction (DRR) policies to minimize the impact of dis-

asters and enhance recovery (Tobin, 1999). The Hyogo Framework for Action 2005-

2015: Building the Resilience of Nations and Communities to Disasters, defined 

resilience as “[t]he capacity of a system, community or society potentially exposed 

to hazards to adapt, by resisting or changing in order to reach and maintain an 

acceptable level of functioning and structure” (United Nations International 

Strategy for Disaster Reduction [UNISDR], 2005, p. 9). In order to become resilient, 

the Hyogo Framework stated that a social system must be “capable of organising 

itself to increase [its] capacity for learning from past disasters for better future pro-
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tection and to improve risk reduction measures” (UNISDR, 2005, p. 9). Its successor, 

the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction was launched a decade later, 

redefining resilience as “[t]he ability of a system, community or society exposed 

to hazards to resist, absorb, accommodate to and recover from the effects of a 

hazard in a timely and efficient manner” (United Nations Office for Disaster Risk 

Reduction [UNDRR], 2015, p. 9). Although the Sendai Framework adopted a tem-

poral element (a quick and efficient recovery) into its definition of resilience, it also 

let go of self-organization and learning as explicit avenues to enhance resilience. 

Instead, Sendai is less specific about the how of resilience, recognizing little more 

than “the preservation and restoration of [a system’s] essential basic structures and 

functions” (UNDRR, 2015, p. 9). The current definition maintained by the United 

Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction (UNDRR) adds risk management as an 

important aspect through which societal structures and functions can be preserved 

and restored (UNDRR, 2020a).

Like risk scholars, disaster scholars do not see resilience as a strategy to prevent 

natural hazards from occurring. Rather, resilience is about addressing vulnerabilities 

in order to prevent or minimize the impact of disaster. As such, resilience encom-

passes actions taken both before a natural hazard occurs (focused on prevention 

and preparedness), and after it occurs (focused on response and recovery) (Boin, 

Comfort & Demchak, 2010). As Tierney (2014) puts it, resilience:

“arises from the social order as an inherent property of social organi-

zation, as a consequence of intentional actions aimed at lessening the 

impacts of disaster, or as a spontaneous outpouring of collective inno-

vation when disastrous events occur” (p. 5).

According to Gall (2013), resilience is about “enhancing and building adaptive 

capacities through investments in disaster prevention and preparedness [to avoid] 

future losses” (p. 11). In this way, resilience can be thought of as a “loss-curbing 

strategy” (Gall, 2013, p. 11), similar to how Wildavsky conceptualized resilience. 

This is not a coincidence: just like ecologists and risk scholars exchanged and built on 

each other’s ideas to further conceptualize resilience within their respective fields, 

disaster scholars, in turn, built on the work and insights of risk scholars. Comfort, a 

well-known scholar in the field of disaster studies, for example, engaged with Wil-

davsky’s differentiation between anticipation and resilience strategies to deal with 

risk (Comfort, 1994; Comfort, Sungu, Johnson & Dunn, 2001). She and other disaster 

scholars adopted the idea that resilience is primarily about impact mitigation rather 
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than risk elimination – the latter, they argued, was simply impossible. Tierney (2014) 

notes:

“risks can be reduced … no society can eliminate risk. Increasing re-

silience can both contain risk, making disastrous events less likely, and 

help those who are at risk better cope with crisis when it happens” (p. 7).

There is some tension, however, between Wildavsky’s rejection of anticipation as 

a strategy to deal with risk, based on the limits of the knowability of future risks, 

and the increasingly sophisticated early warning systems in disaster risk reduction 

research and practice. Advances in technology have enabled progressively accurate 

predictions of the occurrence of natural hazards, for example through the use of 

big data (Yu, Yang & Li, 2018) and artificial intelligence (Sun, Bocchini & Davison, 

2020). On the other hand, as Boin, Comfort, and Demchak (2010) note, resilience 

may be a useful strategy especially when urgent threats cannot be predicted or 

foreseen – a view risk scholars would endorse (see also Aradau & van Munster, 

2011). As such, rather than preventing natural hazards from occurring, prevention 

entails those measures and activities that reduce vulnerability and exposure to risk 

(UNDRR, 2020b).

How well society responds to disaster and recovers from it – and as such, how 

resilient it is – is in part determined by the extent to which that society is prepared 

for emergencies. Disaster preparedness generally consists of measures that enable 

individuals, communities, and organizations to respond to and recover from disas-

ters, such as putting in place the necessary resources and response mechanisms 

(Sutton & Tierney, 2006). Preparedness is therefore not just about mitigating the 

destructive impact of a natural hazard but, especially, about facilitating an effective 

response when a hazard strikes. According to UNDRR (2020c), preparedness “aims 

to build the capacities needed to efficiently manage all types of emergencies and 

achieve orderly transitions from response to sustained recovery”. Put more simply, 

whereas prevention targets vulnerability and aims to prevent a disaster from hap-

pening by mitigating the impact of a natural hazard on society, preparedness are 

measures that directly feed into the effectiveness of the response and quality of 

the recovery after a disaster has occurred (see also Figure 1). Resilience, then, may 

comprise all those actions – taken before, during, and after disaster – that enable a 

‘timely and efficient’ recovery.

Discussions on resilience in the field of disaster studies also address the more 

qualitative aspects of disaster response and recovery. For example, pointing to the 
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general interpretation of resilience as ‘bouncing back’ from adversity, some disas-

ters scholars warn that resilience should not be about returning to the pre-disaster 

status quo. After all, the pre-disaster situation was characterized by vulnerabilities 

that made society susceptible to disaster in the first place. Instead, Manyena (2006) 

argues that resilience should be about bouncing forward, as seeing “disaster as 

an opportunity for local livelihood enhancement rather than as a simple return to 

status quo ante [emphasis in original]” (Manyena, O’Brien, O’Keefe & Rose, 2011). 

Here, we see the idea of ‘posttraumatic growth’ resurface.

The idea of bouncing forward is encapsulated by the notion of ‘Building Back 

Better’ (or BBB) that dominated policy discussions following the 2004 Indian Ocean 

Tsunami (Mannakkara & Wilkinson, 2014). In short, BBB is concerned with putting 

in place physical structures (in the sense of buildings and infrastructure) that are 

stronger and better able to withstand the next disaster. In other words, the destruc-

tion resulting from disaster provides an opportunity to put in place systems that are 

better prepared in the face of natural hazards. In this way, BBB can be seen as an 

element of (transformative) resilience (Kim & Olhansky, 2014). Although both schol-

ars and practitioners recognize that BBB also applies to societal systems, UNDRR is 

wont to explicitly exclude ‘political systems’ (UNDRR, 2020d) – an issue that will be 

revisited in the next section. Tierney (2014) notes that “because risk and vulnera-

bility are outcomes of the exercise of political and economic power in their various 

forms, confronting risk also means confronting power” (p. 9). Politics (e.g., societal 

vulnerabilities mentioned above) are always part and parcel of disasters.

Figure 1. This figure shows that a disaster is the culmination of a natural hazard and societal 

vulnerabilities, and that response and recovery are the phases that follow disaster. Prevention 

action targets societal vulnerabilities to mitigate the damage (i.e., the disaster) resulting from the 

natural hazard. Preparedness action, taken before disaster occurs, feeds especially into response 

and recovery.
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Others note the importance of taking into account local needs and wishes when 

rebuilding disaster- affected areas (Rahmayati, 2016). This is also the case with resil-

ience. Increasingly, attention is paid – both in scholarship and practice – to the role 

of local institutions and communities in disaster preparedness and response. For 

international actors, this involves the growing importance of being sensitive to the 

local context (de Milliano, Faling, Clark-Ginsberg, Crowley, & Gibbons, 2015, p. 28) 

and to take into account contextually-bound local knowledge (de Bruijne, Boin & 

van Eeten, 2010; see also Patel, Rogers, Amlôt & Rubin, 2017). Building resilience, 

it is argued, “requires a bottom-up approach, empowerment of local communities, 

and the inclusion of multiple stakeholders” (de Milliano, Faling, Clark-Ginsberg, 

Crowley, & Gibbons, 2015, p. 28).

These issues resurface in discussions around resilience in critical security studies 

– and especially, in research and practice around humanitarian aid and develop-

ment assistance (Béné, Newsham, Davies, Ulrichs & Godfrey-Wood, 2014). On the 

one hand, this ‘local turn’ is about the increasing assertiveness of local communities 

themselves in the face of crisis; on the other hand, it is about the crisis of confi-

dence suffered by international  – predominantly Western – following the inef-

fectiveness of ‘orthodox’ approaches to intervention in fragile and conflict-affected 

contexts (Mac Ginty & Richmond, 2013; see also Chandler, 2010). To this, we turn 

now.

Problematizing resilience: Security perspectives

On 11 September 2001, two planes were flown into the World Trade Centre in New 

York, where at that moment thousands of people were working or passing through 

as visitors. A third plane was flown into the Pentagon – the US Ministry of Defence 

near Washington DC Almost 3000 people lost their lives during the attacks, in-

cluding the hijackers, who were affiliated with Al Qaida. The 9/11 attacks and the 

‘War on Terror’ that followed, had an enormous impact on how the western world 

thought about security, and in particular, its own vulnerability.

Influenced by what we hear in the news media and the entertainment industry, 

from security ‘experts’, consultants, and policymakers, argues de Goede (2008), we 

have reimagined the future as ‘catastrophic’ (Aradau & van Munster, 2011), and so-

ciety as being ‘always on the brink of extinction’ (Duffield, 2011). These practices of 

‘premediation’ “exceed the logic of risk calculation and self-consciously deploy 

imagination in their scenarios, worst-case narratives and disaster rehearsals” (de 
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Goede, 2008, p. 156). It has spawned a growing body of research that explores the 

impact of the (imagined) catastrophic future and with it, the pervasive sense of on-

tological insecurity, i.e., when life itself becomes precarious, on practices of (inter-

national) security governance (Flockhart, 2020; Kinnvall, Manners & Mitzen, 2018; 

Krahmann, 2018). For example, Webb (2007) has described how the extreme sense 

of insecurity following 9/11 triggered ‘pre-emption’ as the new rationale for secu-

rity governance, which required “everyone be evaluated as a potential suspect in 

order to eliminate risk to the furthest degree possible [emphasis in original]” (p. 72). 

The “preventative policing and secret service work on steroids” that Webb (2007, p. 

60) describes, reflects, among other things, the desire for some sense of control in a 

world that is increasingly (perceived as) volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous.

It seems that the United Kingdom (UK) was one of the first countries to explicitly 

employ resilience in the context of security. Almedon (2011) notes that the emer-

gence of the term ‘national resilience’ in the UK was a direct consequence of a ‘search 

for meaning’ triggered by both the 9/11 attacks and the outbreak of foot-and-mouth 

disease in 2001 that cost millions of animals’ lives. In 2002, the UK government or-

ganized the London Resilience Forum, which called upon European governments 

to design more anticipatory and proactive security policies (Coaffee & Wood, 2006; 

see also Coaffee & Rogers, 2008; Coaffee, Wood & Rogers, 2009; Kaufman, 2013). 

In 2004, the UK’s Civil Contingencies Act established a Civil Contingencies Secre-

tariat, Local Resilience Forums, and Regional Resilience Teams, which were tasked 

with fostering citizens’ self-organising capabilities in the case of emergencies, such 

as outbreaks of disease, natural disasters, and terrorist attacks (Brasset & Vaughan- 

Williams, 2015; Cabinet Office, 2013; Coaffee & Rogers, 2008; Welsh, 2014). At the 

time of writing, these Local Resilience Forums play an important role in the COVID-19 

response. The UK case moreover illustrates how resilience, as noted by Lentzos and 

Rose (2009), “has become something that can be engineered into systems, organiza-

tions, perhaps nations and persons [emphasis added]” (p. 243).

Fast forward a decade, the UK Department for International Development (DFID) 

– which has been replaced by the Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office 

in 2020 – stated in its Humanitarian Emergency Response Review (HERR) that they 

will place “the creation of resilience at the heart of [its] approach both to longer-term 

development and to emergency response” (Humanitarian Emergency Response 

Review [HERR], 2011, foreword). In itself, this was nothing out of the ordinary. After 

all, resilience had already been a common feature of emergency response in the 

context of natural disasters. To my knowledge, however, the HERR was one of the 

first instances in which resilience was also considered applicable to man-made, i.e., 
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conflict-generated emergencies. It states:

“This report was not mandated to look at protracted conflicts. It is 

clear though, that in fragile states, or states in conflict, the internation-

al humanitarian system is often the provider of last resort … A lack of 

institutions and capacities means that accidents lead to much higher 

loss of life, small conflicts cannot be resolved and grow to big ones 

and communities are not able to protect themselves … Resilience … 

will be important as DFID works to build institutions, making states 

less fragile” (HERR, 2011, p. 17).

This meant that the notion of resilience was no longer exclusive to policy and 

practice pertaining to natural disasters – nor to security issues at local or national 

level. Instead, resilience was extended to apply to issues of international security: 

as a strategy for addressing a broad range of issues, including political instability, 

armed conflict, terrorism, humanitarian crises, and migration. In a later strategy 

paper, DFID set out to “work with policy-makers and practitioners to deepen their 

understanding of the concept and application of resilience, particularly in fragile 

and conflict-affected situations [emphasis added]” (Department for International 

Development [DFID], 2013, p. 4).

From that moment on, resilience appeared in numerous policies and pro-

grammes. Not just of governments, but also of various international organizations 

active in fragile and conflict-affected situations – most notably the European Union 

(EU) and various agencies of the United Nations (UN), but also the North Atlan-

tic Treaty Organisation (NATO); the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development (OECD); and the Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Eu-

rope (OSCE). Following the discourse and strategies of their donors, international 

non-governmental organizations (NGOs) engaged in providing aid in fragile and 

conflict-affected contexts, likewise adopted resilience- building as a core objective 

of their work. Figure 2 below provides some examples of key resilience policies 

and programmes in order to (chronologically) illustrate the concept’s pervasiveness.

Security scholars’ engagement with resilience seems to have been primarily a 

reaction to its wide-scale adoption in policy and practice. From the start, scholars 

expressed the concern that although resilience was being hailed as the new security 

paradigm by policymakers, little was known about what resilience meant within a 

security context, let alone how it was being used, by whom, and to what effect. In 

the words of Anderson (2015):
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“Resilience, whatever it is, appears now to be everywhere; the latest 

iteration of the promise of security, enacted in diverse policies and pro-

grammes, offered as a desperate hope of survival in a world of roiling 

crises, and demanded of subjects, populations and systems … Howev-

er, while there appears to be agreement that resilience has proliferated, 

there is less consensus about what exactly it is that has proliferated, 

how and why” (p. 60).

In order to guide my review of the resilience scholarship in security studies, I 

employ three questions. First, resilience to what, i.e., why is resilience-building nec-

essary? Second, resilience of whom, i.e., who is the ‘resilient subject’? And third, 

resilience by what means, i.e., how is resilience – supposedly – achieved, and what 

are the effects of so-called ‘resilience-building’ programmes? These questions are 

also addressed in the four empirical chapters. What follows below is a brief reflec-

tion on each of these questions in the light of recent resilience scholarship.

Figure 2. Examples of international actors’ key resilience policies and programmes in the realm of 

(international) security.
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Resilience to what?

The first question ‘resilience to what?’ allows for examining the nature of insecuri-

ty – that to which individuals, communities, and societies must be (made) resilient. 

Since the introduction of the idea of ‘human security’ in the mid-90s (United Nations 

Development Programme [UNDP], 1994), ‘security’ has become “a much more en-

compassing conception of societal capacities for ‘bouncing back’ and adapting in 

the face of shocks and disturbances” (Chandler, 2020, p. 195). Security scholars 

have been particularly concerned with the premise underlying resilience that con-

temporary life is increasingly and seemingly inevitably under the threat of complex 

and unpredictable crises. Chandler (2020) notes that within

“discourses of societal resilience, the problems, shocks and insta-

bilities being responded to are always constructed as ‘inevitable’, in 

a complex or ‘non-linear’ world where life is much less predictable, 

highlighted by the growing prevalence of extreme weather events, en-

vironmental crises and the tipping points associated with catastrophic 

climate change” (p. 196).

The precariousness of contemporary life is also reflected in the scholarly attention, 

within and beyond security studies, to the ‘Anthropocene’ – a term that describes 

the current geological epoch in which human activity is the dominant factor behind 

changing global ecosystems (Lewis & Maslin, 2015; Ruddiman, 2013; Sterner et al., 

2019). It is “humanity’s embeddedness within complex social, environmental and 

technical systems that threaten Earth’s habitability” (Wakefield, Grove & Chandler, 

2020, p. 3). This understanding of the present – as precarious, unpredictable, and 

complex – explains the ‘allure’ of resilience. If security is impossible, and disinte-

gration of life unacceptable, resilience, as living “through the surprising and the un-

expected [emphasis added]” (Aradau, 2017, p. 88) is the only option that remains.

Resilience of whom?

The second question ‘resilience of whom?’ allows for examining the consequences 

of living in a VUCA world and subsequently what it means for individuals, commu-

nities, societies, governments, and organizations to be or become ‘resilient’. Here, 

resilience scholarship poses an interesting paradox.

On the one hand, resilience presupposes individual and group agency by en-
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couraging (or prescribing) certain actions to be taken in the face of insecurity. For 

example, resilient individuals refrain from engaging in violent extremism (Stephens, 

Sieckelinck & Boutellier, 2019), and resilient communities self-organize in the face 

of various types of threats (Korosteleva, 2020; Meriläinen, 2019). In this way, ‘citizen-

ship’ becomes about active involvement in the securitization of public spaces (Coaf-

fee & Rogers, 2008). In a similar vein, scholars have noted where international 

rather than domestic security is concerned, the turn to resilience involves a re-

newed appreciation of local knowledge and practices in the face of insecurity (Fink-

enbusch, 2017; Hilhorst, 2018). The question that comes up, however, is whether 

resilience is about empowering individuals and communities to ensure their safe-

ty, or about responsibilizing them for a task that is, traditionally, the government’s 

(Bergström, 2018).

On the other hand, scholars point to resilience’s tendency to eliminate agency. 

Considering that crises and insecurity are constructed as inevitable, the resilient 

subject has little choice but to accept, and live through, fundamental insecurity. Or 

as Chandler and Reid (2016) put it: the resilient subject “must permanently struggle 

to accommodate itself to the world: [it is] not a subject that can conceive of chang-

ing the world [emphasis added]” (p. 53; see also O’Connor, Boyle, Ilcan & Oliver, 

2017). It can only change (i.e., adapt) itself. By focusing on individual behaviour 

and responsibility rather than that of the state or international actors furthermore, 

resilience rejects “the transformative capacity of collective political action” (Ara-

dau, 2017, p. 88). This is problematic especially when the insecurity to which one 

is ordered to adapt is the result of (structural) violence. Adapting in the face of 

recurrent seismic activity is a far cry from adapting to a high rate of gender-based 

violence in a refugee camp, suicide bombings, or protracted conflict and criminal 

activity in areas rich in natural resources. By rendering systemic change impossible, 

resilience abandons the need to examine the root causes of crises and insecurity. It 

erases power relations and becomes deeply depoliticizing (Jaspars, 2020). These 

critiques highlight the need for the concept of resilience to be more sensitive to 

dimensions of power, because otherwise resilience will be about little more than 

leaving people to their own devices. As Béné, Newsham, Davies, Ulrichs, and God-

frey-Wood (2014) illustrate:

“the chronic poor are (by definition) very resilient – to be able to survive, 

a homeless person in the streets of Kolkata or Lagos has to be resilient. 

But clearly what these chronic poor need is not more resilience, but less 

poverty and less marginalisation [emphasis in original]” (p. 615).
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Resilience by what means?

For scholars of policy and governance, the third question ‘resilience by what 

means?’ may be especially interesting. The widespread adoption of resilience into 

national and international policy frameworks builds on the premise that resilience 

is something that can be ‘created’ (and thus destroyed?) or ‘increased’ (and thus 

decreased?) in human and non-human entities by external actors. The third ques-

tion allows for examining the strategies, programmes, and techniques used by pol-

icymakers and implementing organizations to ‘build resilience’, and to examine 

the theories of change (both formal and empirical) that underpin them (see also 

Hilhorst, Desportes & de Milliano, 2019). In addition, it allows for interrogating 

whether ‘resilience-building’ programmes indeed lead to something that might 

be called ‘resilience’, and whether they (can be expected to) have any unintended 

consequences. Finally, the question ‘resilience by what means?’ allows for examin-

ing how ‘resilience governance’ (see for example Schmidt, 2015) relates to other 

modes of governance.

When resilience became a hot topic of debate among critical security scholars, 

they were quick to point out the parallels between resilience and neoliberal govern-

mentalities (Joseph, 2013). The link between resilience and neoliberalism hinged 

on the idea that resilience made citizens responsible for their own security while at 

the same time allowing government to withdraw from its traditional responsibility 

as a security provider par excellence. This triggered accusations that the state was 

simply outsourcing security as another austerity measure under the guise of being 

unable to promise security in a VUCA world. Although the argument that resilience, 

as a mode of governance, is inherently neoliberal continues to be made (see for 

example Jaspars, 2020; Zebrowski, 2020), others have started framing resilience as 

a mode of post-liberal governance (Bargués-Pedreny, 2015; Chandler, 2014; Chan-

dler, 2017; de Coning, 2016). According to Chandler (2017), liberal interventionism 

is first and foremost based on the notion that with enough knowledge of all relevant 

factors and their interactions, it becomes possible to predict systems’ behaviour – 

and thus steer the outcomes of interventions in those systems. In other words, 

through ‘engineering society’, we can build the world we wish to live in. Resilience, 

instead, operates on the basis of emergent complexity, i.e., the understanding that 

complex life is emergent, causality non-linear, and where “governance cannot ‘in-

tervene’ from the outside but is already embedded within the problematic” (Chan-

der, 2017, p. 137). Here, we arrive at the limits of knowability, where “calculation or 

control and direction become impossible” (Chandler, 2017, p. 137).
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Is governance in the Anthropocene at all possible? Although answering this 

question lies beyond the scope of this dissertation, resilience scholars seem not to 

deny the possibility of intervention per se, but do recognize that ‘business as usual’ 

is no longer an option. For example, rather than one-size-fits-all blueprints made in 

the western world, resilience instead draws attention to the need for context-specif-

ic approaches that take into account and build upon local knowledge and practices 

(Juncos, 2018; Korosteleva, 2020; Krüger, 2019). In this way, resilience seems to hail 

the end of top-down modes of governance, because the “complexity of contem-

porary problems undermines traditional forms of ‘top- down’ or linear imaginaries 

of state-based security” (Chandler, 2020, p.196). Whether this is the case in practice, 

remains to be seen. But if it is, governance becomes about

“facilitating micro-adaptive practices without misguided social, polit-

ical or economic meta- narratives, such as free markets and citizen 

rights (liberal) or good governance and the rule of law (neo-liberal). 

The practical ‘challenge’ is to ‘identify’ (successful) coping strategies 

and to prop them up with additional resources” (Finkenbusch, 2017, p. 

322; see also Pospisil & Gruber, 2016).

Here, the question pops up again: is resilience about empowerment of responsibi-

lization? Does resilience governance truly facilitate bottom-up processes, or are top-

down approaches simply repackaged as empowerment (see also Chandler, 2015)?

Practitioners, more so than scholars perhaps, have pointed to the connection be-

tween resilience and the need to involve and collaborate with multiple stakeholders (for 

example, Goldstein, 2012). For the EU, for example, the turn to resilience is about link-

ing different policy areas and facilitating a so-called ‘joined up’ approach (Tocci, 2020). 

Shaw and Maythorne (2011) similarly note that resilience can be the ‘strategic lynchpin’ 

facilitating joined-up action across policy siloes. In this way, resilience is in line with 

the idea underlying collaborative governance, which engages “people constructively 

across the boundaries of public agencies, levels of government, and/or the public, pri-

vate and civic spheres in order to carry out a public purpose that could not otherwise 

be accomplished [emphasis added]” (Emerson, Nabatchi & Balogh, 2011, p. 2).

Collaborative approaches allow for employing the different capacities and com-

petences of the actors involved, which may be necessary especially when problems 

are (more than) ‘wicked’ (Head, 2018; Rittel & Webber, 1973; Weber & Khademian, 

2008). In the field of humanitarian action and development assistance, for exam-

ple, resilience is used to provide a new impetus to bridge the decades- old ‘gap’ 
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between relief, development, and peace-building; the so-called ‘humanitarian-de-

velopment- peace nexus’ or more simply, the ‘triple nexus’ (Howe, 2019; Shuster-

man, 2019; see also Crisp, 2001; Jaspars, 2020; Scott-Smith, 2018). As stated in the 

World Disasters Report 2020, reducing risk, exposure, and vulnerability

“requires efforts that cut across prevention, preparedness, response 

and recovery, with resilience as the common goal. The humanitarian, 

development and climate/environment sectors each have comple-

mentary roles to play … and can do more to collaborate, reinforce and 

align efforts and co-produce solutions” (International Federation of 

Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies [IFRC], 2020, p. 172).

Resilience versus resilience-as-governance

The third question ‘resilience by what means’ also draws attention to the analyti-

cal challenge of distinguishing between resilience’s “technical role as a pertinent 

concept to characterise response to shocks and stresses and [its] use as an integra-

tive policy discourse [emphasis added]” (Béné, Newsham, Davies, Ulrichs & God-

frey-Wood, 2014, p. 613).

As a conceptual framework, resilience provides a way in which to understand the 

quality of the response of individuals, communities, societies, government, and oth-

er systems to crisis and adversity. It allows for exploring what elements resilience 

consists of, in order to be able to tell whether a particular response is resilient or 

not. It corresponds to questions such as how resilient is system (person, communi-

ty, country, etc.) X to shock Y? How effective is resilience-building intervention Z? 

Moreover, it pertains to designing instruments for measuring resilience, of which 

numerous exist (Asadzadeh, Kötter, Salehi & Birkmann, 2017; Jefferies, McGarrigle 

& Ungar, 2018; Quandt, 2018). The premise underlying this type of research is that 

resilience is an objective phenomenon that can be measured.

Approaching resilience as a mode of governance is unconcerned with the con-

stitutive elements of resilience as an objective, measurable phenomenon. Rather, 

it starts from the observation that resilience is a salient concept in policy and in-

terventions, and encompasses a set of ideas (held in the minds of actors involved 

in governance, and expressed in policy documents) that warrant study in and of 

themselves. Also, resilience-as-governance allows for asking questions of a differ-

ent kind. How do various actors in the broad domain of international security un-

derstand the world and policy problems differently when looking from a resilience 
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perspective? How does resilience-thinking inform policy and governance, and as a 

mode of governing, what does it entail? What kind of interventions are thought to 

increase resilience, and what are the underlying programme theories? Moreover, 

what is the impact of ‘resilience-building’ activities on those at the receiving end 

of such policies, and how is it contingent on the political, economic, and social con-

text? Or, as Béné, Newsham, Davies, Ulrichs, and Godfrey-Wood (2014) offer, resil-

ience-as-governance is about understanding why and how the notion of resilience 

has been used “in an attempt to rally different disciplines and communities of prac-

tice under the universal banner of ‘strengthening resilience’” (p. 613). What ends 

are served by these actors’ turn to resilience?

In the section that follows, I build on the work resilience scholars in the field of 

critical security studies, international relations, (global) governance, critical pol-

icy studies, humanitarianism, and development studies, to conceptualize resil-

ience-as-governance – or what I will call a governance rationality. First, I will con-

ceptualize governance. Subsequently, I will discuss the literature on the role of ideas 

in political and administrative processes, which culminates in providing a definition 

of resilience as a governance rationality.

Theorizing resilience as a governance rationality

‘Security’ traditionally referred to state and military matters. It was about “using the 

military to ensure the territorial integrity of sovereign states” (King & Murray, 2001, 

p. 588). After the Cold War, scholars and policymakers started realizing that security 

of the state did not necessarily translate into security for its citizens (King & Murray, 

2001). In 1994, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) argued in its 

Human Development Report:

“For too long, the concept of security has been shaped by the po-

tential for conflict between states. For too long, security has been 

equated with the threats to a country’s borders. For too long, nations 

have sought arms to protect their security. For most people today, a 

feeling of insecurity arises more from worries about daily life than from 

the dread of a cataclysmic world event. Job security, income security, 

health security, environmental security, security from crime – these are 

the emerging concerns of human security all over the world” (United 

Nations Development Programme [UNDP], 1994, p. 3).
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The publication of the 1994 Human Development Report, which introduced the 

concept of ‘human security’, was an important turning point for the policy and 

practice of (international) security. It expanded security from a narrow conception 

of territorial integrity and defence against an enemy state to include various as-

pects of human well-being, including political, economic, social, and even environ-

mental issues (Buzan, Wæver & de Wilde, 1998; King & Murray, 2001; Paris, 2001). In 

addition, ‘the state’ was no longer the sole referent object of security. Human secu-

rity instead redirected attention to individuals and communities, extending it from 

the international to also include the sub-national and individual level (Kaldor, 2011).

At the same time, the number of international organizations and non-governmen-

tal organizations (NGOs) working, in one way or another, on these various aspects 

of security (e.g., state building, peacebuilding, humanitarian aid, development as-

sistance) proliferated since the 1980s and 1990s (Reimann, 2006). The fragmenta-

tion of political authority at various levels as well as the outsourcing of government 

functions to the private sector has, moreover, increased the influence of non-state 

actors in governance affairs (Krahmann, 2003). Think, for example, of the role of 

NGOs in the coordination and delivery of humanitarian aid and development as-

sistance, or the rise of private military security companies engaged in war efforts 

(Krahmann, 2003). The growing involvement of inter-governmental and non-gov-

ernmental actors, such as UN agencies, NGOs, and the for-profit private sector in 

policymaking and implementation illustrates what ‘governance’ is all about.

The term ‘governance’ refers to the “structures and processes which enable a set 

of public and private actors to coordinate their interdependent needs and interests 

through the making and implementation of binding policy decisions in the absence 

of a central political authority” (Krahmann, 2003, p. 11). Governance actors engage 

“in a collective decision-making process that is formal, consensus-oriented, and 

deliberative and that aims to make or implement public policy or manage pub-

lic programmes or assets” (Ansell & Gash, 2007, p. 544). In this way, governance 

can also be seen as collective problem- solving arrangements (Andersen & Behmer, 

2018), driven by not just budgetary pressures but also a growing sense that the 

security issues of today exceed individual actors’ skills and capacities, and demand 

coordinated and complementary approaches.

Notwithstanding the need for collaboration, there are sometimes vast differenc-

es between organizations operating in different sectors or policy areas in terms of 

organizational structure, culture, language, and resources. These differences pose 

significant challenges to the “pursuit of collective outcomes across silos” (United 

Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs [UN OCHA], 2017, p. 
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4). For example, the increasing entanglement of short-term humanitarian relief aid 

and the longer-term development approaches that follow political agendas has put 

pressure on the humanitarian principles of neutrality, impartiality, and independ-

ence. Humanitarian practitioners have criticized the so-called ‘humanitarian-devel-

opment nexus’ as a necessary means to build resilience for politicizing their work 

and jeopardizing the protection granted by the humanitarian principles (Scott-

Smith, 2018). Exploring the ‘humanitarian-development-peace’ or so-called ‘triple 

nexus’, Howe (2019) argues these joined-up approaches demand context-sensitiv-

ity, significant time and planning, flexible, multi-year funding, and in addition, are 

difficult to evaluate.

How does resilience play a role in all of this? In the next section, I discuss the 

literature on the role of ideas in political and administrative processes.

The role of ideas in policy and governance

Since at least the mid-1980s, scholars have increasingly paid attention to the role 

of ideas in processes of politics and policy (Béland & Cox, 2011; Campbell, 2002). 

Scholars such as John Kingdon and Peter Hall, focusing on agenda setting and policy 

paradigms respectively, demonstrated the value of ideational approaches relative 

to the more traditional scholarship focused on interests (Campbell, 2002; see also 

Carstensen, 2015). Within a variety of disciplines including public administration, in-

ternational relations, policy analysis, management, and planning (Bevir & Rhodes, 

2016; see also Fischer & Gottweis, 2012), scholars began to acknowledge that “what 

actors believe may be just as important as what they want” (Campbell, 2002, p. 22).

Ideational approaches reflect on how “theories, conceptual models, norms, world 

views, frames, principles beliefs, and the like” (Campbell, 2002, p. 21) affect processes 

of politics and policy. Coined by Schmidt (2008), the umbrella term ‘discursive institu-

tionalism’ encompasses various approaches that “theorize about ideas and discourse 

in their many forms, types, and levels as well as in the interactive processes of policy 

coordination and communication by which ideas and discourse are generated, artic-

ulated, and contested by ‘sentient’ (thinking, speaking, and acting) agents” (Schmidt, 

2015, p. 171). Regardless of whether one focuses more on the content of ideas and 

discourse or on discourse as an interactive process – the institutional context, i.e., 

the context within which ideas and discourse are meaningful and have an impact, 

matters (Schmidt, 2015, see also Béland, 2005). As Béland and Cox (2011) portend, 

“[a]t the core of politics is the way ideas are packaged, disseminated, adopted, and 

embraced. The muddle of politics is the muddle of ideas” (p. 13).
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Resilience is an idea, embedded within discourses of security governance. But 

what exactly are ideas? Béland and Cox (2011) suggest that ideas are ‘causal be-

liefs’. As ideas, they are produced in the mind and “connected to the material world 

only via our interpretations of our surroundings”; as causal beliefs, ideas assume 

connections between things, people, and events (Béland & Cox, 2011, p. 3).

Approaching ‘resilience’ as an idea allows for examining the assumptions under-

lying its use by politicians, policymakers and implementing organizations. Policies 

construct the problems they aim to address, revealing ideas about the world as 

well as beliefs about the (root) causes of the particular policy problem. In addition, 

policies include prescriptions on how to address the problem, involving explicit or 

implicit programme theories or ‘Theories of Change’ that causally link policy meas-

ures to their intended outcomes (Rogers, 2008). As such, rather than measuring 

the outcomes and impact of resilience-building programmes, this approach al-

lows for interrogating the various beliefs – about the world, the policy problem, the 

solution and how it is linked to policy objectives – underlying the use of resilience. 

In chapters 2, 3, and 4, I look in particular at the ideas and beliefs about resilience 

in policy documents; in chapters 4 and 5, I turn to how those ideas and beliefs play 

out in practice.

Scholars identify different kinds of ideas. Schmidt (2008), for example, distinguish-

es between cognitive ideas (what she calls ‘causal beliefs’) and normative ideas. Ac-

cording to her, “[c]ognitive ideas elucidate ‘what is and what to do,’ whereas norma-

tive ideas indicate ‘what is good or bad about what is’ in light of ‘what one ought to 

do.’” (Schmidt, 2008, p. 306). In other words, whereas cognitive ideas speak to the 

logic underlying policies and programmes, normative ideas instead speak to the 

underlying values and the appropriateness of policies and programmes. Others list 

more specific idea-types, such as cause- effect beliefs, frames, policy prescriptions 

and programmatic ideas, normative frameworks and ideologies, paradigms and 

worldviews (Campbell, 2002; Tannenwald, 2005). ‘Policy prescriptions’ for example, 

are “the specific programmatic ideas that derive from causal or principled beliefs 

or from ideologies. They are precise causal ideas that facilitate policymaking by 

specifying how to solve particular policy problems. They are at the centre of policy 

debates and are associated with specific strategies of action and policy programs” 

(Tannenwald, 2005, p. 16). Many of these types, and functions, overlap. As an idea, 

‘resilience’ might fulfil several of them, from representing a certain logic, having 

normative implications (resilience-building is the ‘right’ response), to specifying how 

to solve particular policy problems. Looking at the various levels at which ideas 

functions provides a framework to better understand ideas’ different functions.
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Ideas exist at different levels – ranging from the general, e.g., ideas about how 

the world works, to the concrete, e.g., the way in which an element of an interven-

tion leads to a particular outcome (Tannenwald, 2005). Schmidt (2008) suggests that 

ideas operate at three levels: the level of specific policy ideas; the level of policy 

paradigms; and at the level of worldviews. See figure 3 below for an overview.

Whereas the third level simply concerns specific policies (e.g., the EU’s New Pact 

on Migration and Asylum), the second level, policy paradigms or programmatic 

ideas, “define the problems to be solved by … policies; the issues to be consid-

ered; the goals to be achieved; the norms, methods, and instruments to be applied; 

and the ideals that frame the more immediate policy ideas proposed to solve any 

given problem” (Schmidt, 2008, p. 306). In this way, Tannenwald (2005) argues, 

ideas “influence how actors frame or describe a situation … structure specific de-

cision-making processes... [and] influence the interpretation of outcomes after the 

fact” (p. 17). Based on Kuhn’s work on scientific paradigms, Hall (1993) defined 

policy paradigms as the “framework of ideas and standards that specifies not only 

the goals of policy and the kind of instruments that can be used to attain them, but 

also the very nature of the problems they are meant to be addressing” (p. 279). 

Operating in between the specific policies and broader worldviews, the notion of 

policy paradigms is a theoretical tool that allows for specifying and understanding 

“the guiding principles, or ideas, for creating public policy, why the various 

actors involved are involved, and why they pursue the strategies they do” (Hogan & 

Howlett, 2015, p. 3).

At the first level, worldviews “undergird the policies and programmes with or-

ganizing ideas, values, and principles of knowledge and society” (Schmidt, 2008, 

p. 306). Our beliefs about the world determine what we see as problems (the gap 

between what is and what we believe ought to be), as well as what we believe are 

the reasons for these problems. Throughout this dissertation, I interrogate specific 

policies (level 3) to reveal some underlying policy paradigms and worldviews (level 

2 and 1 respectively).

As an idea, resilience too exists at different levels. Some scholars have described 

resilience as a paradigm within a particular policy area (for example, Duit, 2016; 

Hilhorst, 2018; Juncos, 2017; Manyena, 2006; Sudmeier-Rieux, 2014). Others have 

demonstrated that deconstructing resilience reveals its underlying worldviews and 

assumptions about the nature of reality. In this way, ideas help actors make sense 

of the world, guide their action, and shape the interactions among them (Béland 

& Cox, 2011; see also Schnable, Demattee, Sullivan Robinson, & Brass, 2021). As 

Béland and Orenstein (2013) put it, ideas “shape the understandings that underpin 
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political action and the rationale and purposes of organizations and policies” (p. 

127). This says little, however, about what happens between a specific policy and 

the outcomes that results from implementing policy. This can be regarded as an 

additional level at which ideas exist and operate. At the fourth level, ideas are 

translated to a specific operational context. I address this level in chapters 4 and 5 

of my dissertation.

Translating ideas from policy to practice

Béland and Ridde (2016) note that the scholarship on ideas and policy has rela-

tively neglected the role of ideas in policy implementation, while implementation 

research has also given only limited attention to ideas (Béland & Ridde, 2016, p. 

10; see also Béland & Petersen, 2017). Studying the role of ideas in policy imple-

mentation is interesting, however, because “the collective beliefs of bureaucrats, 

labour officials, professional groups, or non-governmental organizations (NGOs) 

involved in implementing [policy] can have a direct impact on their actual fate on 

Figure 3. Schematic overview of at what level and how ideas function. Chapters 2, 3, and 4 of this 

dissertation address resilience as an idea at the third level (policy-specific). Chapters 4 and 5 zoom 

in on resilience at the fourth level (ideas at the operational level). All chapters also engage with 

ideas at level 1 and 2; notably revealing what the use of resilience at level 3 and 4 reveal about 

ideas at level 1 and 2.
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the ground” (Béland & Petersen, 2017, p. 17). I use the concept of ‘translation’ in or-

der to theorize the role of ideas at the level of policy implementation, because in the 

words of Braun, Maguire, and Ball (2010), rather than simply being implemented, 

“policies are interpreted and ‘translated’ [emphasis added]” into practice (p. 549).

Translation may be defined as

“the process of modification of policy ideas and the creation of new 

meanings and designs in the process of the cross-jurisdictional travel 

of policy ideas. Translation allows viewing the ‘global’ in ‘local,’ and ‘lo-

cal’ in ‘global,’ with regard to the adoption, implementation and travel 

of ideas and enables simultaneous consideration of ideas, objects and 

interests” (Mukhtarov, 2014, p. 76).

In other words, as ideas ‘travel’ – not just across the boundaries of academic disci-

plines and policy areas or across geographical borders, but also from the global to 

the local and from policy to practice – they are altered as a result of translation pro-

cesses (Weisser, Bollig, Doevenspeck, & Müller-Mahn, 2014; see also Clarke, Bain-

ton, Lendvai, & Stubbs, 2015). This also implies that what resilience means at the 

level of a policy paradigm, is not necessarily the same as what it means at the level of 

a particular policy, or a specific intervention. As Weisser, Bollig, Doevenspeck, and 

Müller-Mahn (2014) assert, “people do not act according to the script of a single 

global idea, but that they appropriate or modify parts of that script and also invent 

new ones” (p. 112). A translation perspective draws attention to three interrelated 

aspects of policy implementation: the transformation of ideas, the agentic capacities 

of ‘translators’, and the role of context.

First, a translation perspective acknowledges that the process of translat-

ing a global policy idea to a particular locality “always involves transformation” 

(Czarniawska & Sevón, 2005, p. 8). Translation indicates that a policy idea “is made 

to mean something in its new context. Policy is never a singular entity: it is put to-

gether—or assembled—from a variety of elements that are always in the process of 

being re-assembled in new, often surprising ways” (Clarke et al., 2015, p. 10). Ideas 

are “edited, translated, and cobbled together from various sources for idiosyncratic 

use” (Powell, Gammal, & Simard, 2005, p. 237). This means that when an idea such 

as resilience is translated to a specific operational context, it will be imbued with 

meanings different from those attributed to the more abstract notion of resilience 

present in global policy frameworks.

Second, translation processes involve ‘translators’: actors who actively interpret 
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and transform ideas in accordance with the context within which they operate. Tra-

ditional perspectives have tried to capture the travel of ideas in terms of policy 

‘transfer’ or ‘diffusion,’ which imply “a central broadcast point and wide reception 

with rather passive receivers” (Powell et al., 2005, p. 233). Ideas, however, “do not 

travel by themselves, nor are they pushed around by forces such as regionalisation, 

neoliberalism, or globalisation” (Mukhtarov, 2014, p. 76). A translation perspective 

instead emphasizes the agentic capacities of translators, and unlike much policy im-

plementation research, leaves behind assumptions of rationality and intentionality 

(Mukhtarov, 2014). It is a type of agency that Bevir and Rhodes (2005) call ‘situated 

agency’: agency that is recognized to always occur within “a social context that in-

fluences it” (p. 172). Importantly, translators:

“always act according to existing interests and always operate within 

certain power relations, [therefore] they are likely to transform con-

cepts according to very particular intellectual, epistemological, polit-

ical, and historical requirements” (Neumann & Nünning, 2012, p. 9).

Third, and building on the above, Braun, Maguire, and Ball (2010) note that “[p]

utting policies into practice is a creative, sophisticated and complex process that 

is always also located in a particular context and place” (p. 549, emphasis added). 

Translation is a process of recontextualization (Braun, Ball, Maguire, & Hoskins, 

2011), “characterized by selective appropriations and translations according to his-

torical and local circumstances” (Neumann & Tygstrup, 2009, p. 1). As such, the 

outcome of translation processes is contingent on the various incentives – political, 

economic, and social – that exist within the particular context, and are meaningful 

only within that context (Mukhtarov, 2014; Weisser et al., 2014). Because it always 

serves an interest (Freeman, 2009), translation makes “some things … visible while 

others are hidden or erased” (Clarke et al., 2015, p. 49). This enables a politics of 

translation perspective (Clarke et al., 2015) that allows for exploring the role of pow-

er relations in how policy ideas translate into practice.

In summary, taking an ideational approach allows for understanding resilience as 

an idea underlying various governance processes. It highlights that ideas exist at 

various levels, from worldviews that inform policy paradigms, to specific policies 

and their implementation, which allows for the deconstruction of ideas to iden-

tify the beliefs and assumptions underlying their use by governance actors. A 

translation perspective moreover, calls attention to how ideas are (1) modified as 

they travel from one level to the next, from the global to the local, and from policy 
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to practice; (2) the role of actors; and (3) the impact of contextual factors – including 

power relations. This framework provides the analytical tools for understanding and 

conceptualizing resilience as a ‘governance rationality’.

Conceptualizing resilience as a governance rationality

Building on the previous section, I conceptualize resilience as a governance ration-

ality, which can be defined as:

A set of ideas, assumptions, and beliefs – including worldviews, policy 

paradigms, policy ideas, and intervention logics – held by (especially 

powerful) governance actors, which defines processes of governance 

and thereby shapes its outcomes.

It will not escape the reader that the concept is inspired by Foucault’s notion of 

governmentality, or ‘rationality of government’, which is about “a way or system 

of thinking about the nature of the practice of government (who can govern; what 

governing is; what or who is governed), capable of making some form of that ac-

tivity thinkable and practicable both to its practitioners and to those upon whom 

it was practised” (Gordon, 2001, p. 3). Instead of the term government however, I 

use the term governance to highlight the collaborative nature of today’s ‘conduct of 

conduct’ in the context of international security.

More explicitly, I follow scholars like Chandler (2014), who described ‘resil-

ience-thinking’ as a “policy response to policy problems” (p. 2); Korosteleva and 

Flockhart’s (2020), who defined resilience as an ‘analytic of governance’, referring to 

the “processes of governance in an increasingly complex and dynamic environment 

at both ‘the local’ and ‘the global’ levels” (p. 154); and Joseph and Juncos (2019), 

who argued that approaching resilience as a ‘form of governance’ “is to examine 

development in policy- making aimed at promoting strategies of learning and adap-

tation, making communities and individuals more reflexive and self-aware and fos-

tering individual and community self-governance, self-reliance and responsibility” 

(p. 997). One of the objectives of my dissertation is to further develop these scholars’ 

work on resilience-as-governance.

In contrast to the more common notion ‘mode of governance’ (see for example 

Treib, Bähr & Falkner, 2007), using the term governance rationality instead high-

lights the crucial role of ideas underlying the manner in which governance actors 

govern. It is, therefore, also more focused than the notion of ‘governance para-
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digms’, which more broadly refers to the policies, strategies, programmes, and 

institutional templates underlying governance processes and procedures (Torfing, 

Andersen, Greve & Klausen, 2020). Put differently, governance rationalities (i.e., re-

silience as a set of ideas, assumptions, and beliefs) may produce a particular mode 

of governance or develop into a governance paradigm.

Finally, it should be noted that the ideas underlying processes of governance and 

policy are often developed, held, promoted, and disseminated by the dominant and 

powerful governance actors. Like Foucault’s governmentality is about the exercise of 

power, so too are governance rationalities about cultivating a particular understand-

ing of a policy problem and the measures necessary to address it. Such framings are 

likely to be in line with the interests of dominant and powerful governance actors.

To reiterate the objective of this study, I want to understand the turn to resilience 

(its significance; resilience as a governance rationality) and how it informs policy 

and implementation (its implications; resilience-informed modes of governance). I 

do so by analysing the use of the notion of resilience in policy and by practitioners. 

In the next section, I elaborate on my methods.

Methodology

Public administration and political science – and the social sciences more broadly – 

have in recent decades witnessed an ‘interpretivist turn’ – not unrelated to the ‘turn 

to ideas’ or ‘ideational turn’ discussed in the previous section (Hay, 2011; Yanow, 

2007). According to Bevir and Rhodes (2003), interpretive approaches “focus on 

the meanings that shape actions and institutions, and the ways in which they do 

so … [Interpretivists] study beliefs as they appear within, and even frame, actions, 

practices and institutions” (p. 17). As such, interpretivism is an epistemological 

position that holds that explaining social and political phenomena requires under-

standing the beliefs and meanings of social and political actors as these “guide and 

inform actions … and the practices to which they give rise” (Hay, 2011, p. 172). 

Bevir and Rhodes (2005) argue that “meanings or beliefs form webs that are consti-

tutive of actions and practices [emphasis added]” (p. 171). Understanding practices, 

therefore, requires inquiry into the ideas and beliefs within which those practices are 

rooted – see the middle column in figure 4 (epistemology) below. Taken from Hay 

(2011), the chart provides an account of the ontologies and epistemologies under-

lying interpretive approaches, and their methodological implications.

Studying interpretations, ideas, beliefs, and meaning is challenging. Not in the 
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least because they are intangible: meaning and ideas exist in the minds of individ-

uals, who collectively comprise organizations and institutions involved in govern-

ance. Therefore, studying ideas necessitates an actor-centred approach, because 

“ideas are closely related to the actors formulating and carrying them” (Béland & 

Petersen, 2017, p. 16). Considering there is no direct access to actors’ minds, we 

might consider spoken (as in conversation) or written accounts of ideas (as in policy 

documents) as proxies of meaning and ideas, which can be turned into objects of 

study – see the right column (methodology) in figure 4.

Ontologically, interpretivist approaches are contingent on constructivism (Yanow, 

2007). Instead of an objective reality that exists external form any observer, con-

structivist ontologies hold that reality is socially constructed (see also Berger & 

Luckmann, 1966). The ideas and beliefs we construct about the world subsequently 

guide our action – see the left column (ontology) in figure 4.

When we as researchers “explore actions or practices as informed by beliefs or 

discourses, we interpret interpretations” (Bevir & Rhodes, 2005, p. 169). Just as 

agency plays an important role in the processes through which interpreters interpret 

their social and political reality, it is crucial to consider researcher agency in the pro-

cess of ‘interpreting interpretations’. This means that continuous reflection on my 

positionality as a researcher and how this has impacted the research process and 

ultimately, my interpretation of the results and construction of the final narrative and 

conclusions. Indeed, researcher reflexivity is one of the hallmarks of qualitative-in-

terpretive methods (Yanow, 2007). I reflect on my positionality later in this chapter.

To study resilience – as it is used by actors within the broad field of (international) 

security governance and the beliefs underlying its adoption, use, translation to pol-

icy instruments, and implementation, I have analysed policy documents and con-

ducted semi-structured interviews with policymakers and practitioners who directly 

work on interventions aimed at ‘resilience-building’.

In the following sections, I discuss the cases I selected for analysis, i.e., the instanc-

es in which resilience is used in practice. Next, I elaborate on concept-focused policy 

analysis and interviewing as my chosen methodologies. I will conclude this section 

by reflecting on the limitations of my research design and methodology, and paying 

attention to my role and positionality as an ‘instrument’ of interpretive research.

Case selection: The European Union and the Regional Refugee and Resilience Plan

Within case study research, a ‘case’ is commonly defined as a “contemporary phe-

nomenon in its real- life context, especially when … the boundaries between phe-
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nomenon and context are not clearly evident” (Yin, 1981, p. 59). Cases can be any-

thing, from countries to organizations and communities – as long as it is an instance 

of the phenomenon under study. For my research, the case constitutes an instance 

in which the use of resilience as a governance rationality is evident.

There is a vast array of strategies for case selection. Qualitative research is often 

characterized by its purposive or purposeful sampling rather than random sam-

pling. According to Patton (2015), the “logic and power of purposeful sampling lies 

in selecting information-rich cases for in-depth study … Information-rich cases are 

those from which one can learn a great deal about issues of central importance to the 

purpose of the inquiry, thus the term purposeful sampling [emphasis in original]” 

(Patton, 2015, p. 401).

Figure 4. The ‘analytical trinity’ of interpretivism (Hay, 2011, p. 169).
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Of the 40 different purposeful sampling strategies identified by Patton (2015), 

the one I have employed here falls within the category ‘theory-focused and concept 

sampling’. Here, cases constitute “exemplars of the concept or construct that is the 

focus of inquiry to illuminate the theoretical ideas of interest” (Patton, 2015, p. 

407). More specifically, I have employed so-called a ‘sensitizing concept exemplars 

sampling’ strategy. A sensitizing concept, a coin termed by Blumer (1954), is the 

“terms, labels, and phrases that are given meaning by the people who use them 

in a particular context [emphasis in original]” (Patton, 2015, p. 407). This sampling 

strategy allows for selecting information-rich cases that “illuminate sensitizing con-

cepts” (Patton, 2015, p. 407).

According to Patton (2015), “Sensitizing concept sampling involves finding in-

formation-rich cases that can illuminate the use and meaning of particular concepts 

within particular settings … [where] the focus is on contextually specific uses and 

meanings rather than contribution to theory more generally” (p. 440). It is an ‘emic’ 

approach to conceptual sampling, considering that the idea of a ‘sensitizing concept’ 

pays particular “attention to the words and meanings that are prevalent among the 

people being studied” (Patton, 2015, p. 440) rather than concepts that originate 

from the scholarly literature.

Patton (2015) furthermore notes that “Sampling based on sensitizing concept 

exemplars essentially involves two dimensions: (1) a term or label used by a group 

of people (the sensitizing concept) and (2) identification of the people or situations 

where that sensitizing concept will be manifest. The purpose of the sample is to il-

luminate the sensitizing concept’s uses and meanings within some specific context 

(the case or cases sampled)” (p. 441). As such, understanding the use of the term 

resilience in the broad field of security governance involves identifying instances in 

which the term is used by security governance actors. Policy documents from var-

ious agencies (decentralized bodies) of the European Union (EU) and the Regional 

Refugee and Resilience Plan (3RP) – a crisis response programme implemented in 

the countries bordering Syria, including Egypt, since 2015 – are two instances in 

which the term resilience is clearly manifest.

It is not just the EU nor the actors involved in the 3RP that have a focus on re-

silience in their policy and programmes. The North Atlantic Treaty Organization 

(NATO), the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), 

as well as various agencies of the United Nations (UN) – many of which are closely 

involved in 3RP – could similarly constitute useful cases to study the understanding 

and use of resilience. More so than any other organizations however, the EU and 

the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) – as one of the 3RP lead or-
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ganizations, have presented themselves internationally as champions of resilience. 

Not just by publishing policy documents or vision statements, but also by using the 

term as an organizational slogan (as is the case with UNDP’s ‘empowered lives, re-

silient nations’) and organizing high-level meetings around resilience, like the EU 

Resilience Forum in 2016 (European Commission, 2016c). Following the COVID-19 

pandemic, the EU established The Recovery and Resilience Facility, to help Mem-

ber States mitigate the impact of the crisis, illustrating the routine use of ‘resilience’ 

in the context of crises.

In the sections that follow, I will further elaborate on the (theoretical) relevance of 

studying the EU and the 3RP in particular.

The European Union

The uptake of resilience within the European Union (EU) is “consistent with a trend 

across a range of international organizations concerning how best to organize in-

ternational intervention” (Joseph & Juncos, 2019, p. 1000). The EU nonetheless 

constitutes an interesting case to study resilience because it undeniably became a 

buzzword in a short amount of time within at least two of its bodies – the European 

Commission (EC) and the European External Action Service (EEAS). Within the EC, 

the focus is primarily on the Directorate-General for European Civil Protection and 

Humanitarian Aid Operations (DG ECHO), and the in 2021 established Direc-

torate-General for International Partnerships (DG INTPA) – formerly the Directo-

rate-General for International Cooperation and Development (DG DEVCO).

The EU Approach to Resilience: Learning from Food Security Crises, the EC’s first 

major publication in which resilience was the main theme, was published in 2012, 

shortly after the United Kingdom’s Department for International Development stat-

ed it would place resilience “at the heart of [its] approach both to longer-term devel-

opment and to emergency response” (Department for International Development, 

2011, foreword). Building upon the Supporting Horn of African Resilience (SHARE) 

programme (see Joseph, 2014 for more on this) and the Global Alliance for Resil-

ience Initiative (AGIR) in the Sahel region, it explicitly recognizes the applicability 

of resilience in contexts of fragility and violent conflict – rather than natural disas-

ters and disaster risk reduction interventions alone. Since then, resilience has been a 

consistent feature of EU humanitarian and development policy. The EU institutions 

are, moreover, a major donor to the Regional Refugee and Resilience Plan (3RP) 

programme (Supporting Syria and the region, 2019). Following the first Supporting 

Syria and the Region conference in London in 2016, the EU hosted subsequent do-

nor conferences in Brussels in 2017, 2018, 2019 and 2020.
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From its use in foreign aid policy, “resilience became a centrepiece of the 2016 

EU Global Security Strategy [emphasis added]” (Korosteleva, 2020a, p. 682; see 

also Joseph & Juncos, 2019). The use of resilience in the EU Global Strategy for 

Foreign and Security Policy (EUGS) sparked a lively debate among EU and security 

scholars, who were eager to understand ‘EU resilience thinking’ and its implications 

of resilience-building as a strategy to address insecurity (e.g., Ceccorulli & Lucarelli, 

2017; Joseph & Juncos, 2019; Juncos, 2017; Paul & Roos, 2019; Tocci, 2020). For 

example, Raineri and Baldaro (2020) examined the EU’s Common Security and De-

fence Policy (CSDP) missions in the Sahel (the European Union Capacity Building 

Mission [EUCAP] Sahel Niger; EUCAP Sahel Mali; and the European Union Training 

Mission (EUTM) Mali), through which it intends to ‘build resilience’ to the ongoing 

insecurity in the Sahel region.

It may be clear from the above that the EU, and especially the EC and EEAS, is a 

major player in terms of promoting resilience-building in fragile and conflict-affected 

contexts. In a similar vein, EU scholars are keen to research EU resilience-thinking. A 

quick Google Scholar search of “EU” and “resilience” yields 600.000 hits, whereas 

“NATO” and “resilience” for example, yields only 49.000 hits.

The EU policy documents selected for analysis can be found in Table 2 below. 

Chapters 2 and 3 focus primarily on the Global Strategy for Foreign and Security 

Policy, whereas chapter 4 provides an overview of EU resilience-thinking based on 

various policy documents from the Commission. Here, the EU Approach to Resil-

ience serves as a starting point because it was the first EU policy document with 

an explicit focus on resilience. All successive policy documents that directly pertain 

to (building) resilience in fragile and conflict-affected contexts are included in the 

analysis.

The Regional Refugee and Resilience Plan

The Regional Refugee and Resilience Plan (3RP) programme is an interesting case 

to study resilience, and in particular, how it is translated into practice, because ‘resil-

ience’ constitutes one of its two pillars. In essence, the 3RP is a crisis response plat-

form that brings together over 270 actors to coordinate assistance to the countries 

bordering Syria – Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan, and Iraq – and Egypt, in light of the arrival 

of large numbers of Syrian refugees. Co-led between the United Nations High Com-

missioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and the United Nations Development Programme 

(UNDP), the 3RP canopies five country-specific chapters led by the national govern-

ments of Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan, Iraq, and Egypt. The 3RP constitutes “one of the 

biggest humanitarian operations ever realized by the UN” (Dionigi, 2016, p. 27).
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In 2012, one year after pro-democracy protests in the southern Syrian town of 

Dara’a spread across the country triggering a violent crackdown from the govern-

ment, UNHCR registered 40,000 refugees crossing Syria’s borders into Jordan, 

Lebanon, Turkey, and Iraq (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees [UN-

HCR], 2012a). The agency responded by launching the first Regional Response 

Plan (RRP) to address “the needs for protection and assistance of refugees fleeing 

from the Syrian Arab Republic” (UNHCR, 2012a, p. 4). The years that followed not 

only witnessed Syria spiral into a complex multi-layered conflict drawing in a grow-

ing number of non-state armed groups and international actors, but in addition saw 

countries bordering Syria grapple with the rapidly increasing numbers of refugees. 

By late 2014, UNHCR had registered 4,270,000 Syrian refugees in Turkey, Jordan, 

Lebanon, Iraq, and Egypt (3RP, 2014).

By late 2013, UNDP had established a sub-regional response facility in Amman to 

introduce a ‘resilience-based’ development response to the Syria crisis (Gonzalez, 

2016; United Nations Development Program Arab States, 2019). Recognizing the 

impact of the Syria crisis on the region, UNDP argued that “[w]here situations and 

conditions have stabilised, and people and communities are coping and beginning 

to recover, development assistance that builds resilience can accelerate their re-

covery and enhance their capacities to prosper independently” (UNDP, 2014, p. 16). 

Table 2. Selection of EU policy documents.

Year of publication EU institution Title of policy document

2012 Commission The EU approach to resilience: Learning from 
food security crises

2013 Commission Action plan for resilience in crisis prone countries

2014 DG ECHO Resilience marker

2015 Commission Resilience compendium: Saving lives and 
livelihoods

2016 Commission Lives in dignity: From aid-dependence to self-
reliance

2016 External Action Service Global strategy for foreign and security policy

2017 External Action Service A strategic approach to resilience in the EU’s 
external action

2017 Commission New European consensus on development
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The introduction of a ‘development-based response’ contingent on resilience-build-

ing by UNDP completely shifted the aid structure and by late 2014, resulted in the 

formulation of the Regional Refugee and Resilience Plan (3RP). We can assume that 

UNDP was the driving force behind the inclusion of resilience, considering the term 

was practically absent from the UNHCR-led RRPs. By late 2015 moreover, UNDP, 

together with the Jordanian government, convened the Resilience Development 

Forum during which the Dead Sea Resilience Agenda was launched. The Resilience 

Agenda notes that the pressures on basic services, the increase in social tensions 

across the region, and the significant gap between the needs and available resourc-

es highlight the need for building resilience (The Dead Sea Resilience Agenda, 

2015). The 3RP is unique in that it is one of the first and largest programmes that 

explicitly uses ‘resilience-building’ as a strategy in the response to conflict-generat-

ed emergencies rather than natural disasters. Programmes like the aforementioned 

SHARE and AGIR for example, are largely framed in terms of disaster risk reduction.

The 3RP is structured around two pillars: a refugee component that “address-

es the protection and humanitarian assistance needs of refugees living in camps, 

settlements and local communities” (Regional Refugee and Resilience Plan, 2018, 

p. 8); and a resilience component that addresses “the resilience, stabilization and 

development needs of impacted and vulnerable communities and aims to strength-

en the capacities of national actors to lead the crisis response” (3RP, 2019, p. 20). 

It defines resilience as “the ability of individuals, households, communities and 

institutions to anticipate, withstand, recover and transform from shocks and crises” 

(3RP, 2019, p. 9). As central tenets of a ‘resilience approach,’ the plan specifically 

refers to the need to “increase self-reliance and self- sufficiency of vulnerable pop-

ulations through market-based skills training and employability, income generation 

opportunities and entrepreneurship programmes” (3RP, 2019, p. 9) and to “work 

together with government, national and local institutions to strengthen existing ser-

vice delivery systems, to identify vulnerabilities and address needs and risks…and 

improve capacities to manage future shocks” (3RP, 2019, p. 9). It does not, however, 

clarify how these activities lead to resilience as defined in the 3RP.

The 3RP is a model case to study resilience-thinking and resilience-building in-

terventions, not just because ‘building resilience’ is a major objective of the 3RP, 

but also because UNDP developed its ‘resilience-based’ development approach in 

response to the issues arising from the arrival of Syrian refugees in the region. The 

scale of the 3RP and number of actors involved suggest that innovations – resil-

ience-thinking, resilience-building practices, and beyond – are likely to be taken up 

in other crisis response contexts too.
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In the next section, I elaborate on the particular methodologies through which I 

have studied these cases.

Concept-focused interpretive policy analysis

In general, interpretive approaches to policy analysis are those that take “seriously 

the linguistic, ideational and normative dimensions of public policy, and hereby has 

drawn attention to the systems of meaning and frames of reference that underpin 

institutionalized policy practices” (Lövbrand & Stripple, 2015, p. 92). They focus on 

“the meanings of policy, on the values, feelings, or beliefs they express, and on the 

processes by which those meanings are communicated to and ‘read’ by various 

audiences” (Yanow, 2000). Interpretive approaches include various methodologies, 

including critical discourse analysis (Fairclough, 2010), critical policy discourse anal-

ysis (Mulderrig, Montesano Montessori & Farrelly, 2019), frame or framing anal-

ysis (van Hulst & Yanow, 2016) narrative analysis (Roe, 1994; Jones, Shanahan, & 

McBeth, 2014; Rhodes, 2018) and argument analysis (Gasper, 1996; Fischer & Got-

tweis, 2012; 2013).

These methodological approaches have in common that they “proceed from a 

recognition of the discursive (or semiotic or linguistic) character of policy, policy 

making and policy analysis which broadly aligns them with antipositivist and inter-

pretative positions within policy studies” (Fairclough, 2013, p. 177). What they also 

have in common, however, is that much of the work on interpretive policy analysis is 

methodologically implicit. Moreover, the ‘interpenetration’ of theory and method 

that characterise interpretive approaches, make it difficult to balance the two and not 

fall in the trap of ‘Grand Theorizing’ (Wagenaar, 2011). In other words, doing inter-

pretive policy analysis and explicating the process is something else (and perhaps 

much harder) than theorizing it.

Instead of analysing the discourses, frames, narratives or arguments around a par-

ticular policy problem and solutions, moreover, I zoom in on the use of a specific con-

cept (or, as I conceptualized it in the previous section, resilience as a governance ra-

tionality) embedded within broader policy discourses. This allows for a focused analysis 

that addresses the meaning of a particular concept, how it relates to the policy problem 

and the solutions proposed, as well as the (stated and unstated) ends that are served 

through its use. Zooming in on a concept differs from addressing policy discourses, 

frames, narratives, or arguments, in that these generally take a more holistic approach. 

Concept-focused interpretive policy analysis still considers the full policy text, but only 

insofar as it serves understanding the (use of the) particular policy concept.
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Inspired by critical approaches to language and power, the study of concepts has 

recently gained in prominence (Berenskötter, 2016; 2017; Ish-Shalom, forthcom-

ing). According to Berenskötter (2016), a concept can be understood as an

“image formed in the human mind that helps us to generate knowl-

edge about the world by organizing, naming and giving meaning to its 

features … a concept catches and bundles multiple elements, aspects 

and experiences and relates them to each other” (p. 4).

‘Concept analysis’, as a specific approach, is about taking stock of a concept’s 

‘core’, the conceptual ‘web’ of which it is part, and the various contexts within which 

it is embedded (Berenskötter, 2016; 2017). First, the ‘core’ is about determining 

what socio-political phenomena a concept refers to, which experiences it covers 

and what (kind of) future it promises. Here, we can see linkages with scholarship on 

‘buzzwords’: there is often a strong belief in what buzzwords – like resilience – are 

supposed to bring about (Rist, 2010). They invoke the feeling that “in the midst of 

all the uncertainties of the day, international institutions are working together for 

the good, and that they have now got the story right and are really going to make 

a difference” (Cornwall & Brock, 2005, p. 1043). It is interesting therefore to explore 

what kind of differences a policy concept promises to make in the future, not in the 

least because such imaginaries legitimize its use. Second, the conceptual ‘web’ 

concerns identifying related concepts that are similar, opposite, or part and parcel 

of the concept at hand. Third, concepts are embedded within different ‘contexts’ 

– one of which I will look at in particular: the political context, which concerns “the 

practice and performance of a concept in (international) society and within a polit-

ical system. It asks us to trace how a concept is used and its meaning manifested by 

political actors” (Berenskötter, 2016, p. 8).

Although the literature on concept analysis within political science and related 

disciplines is relatively scarce,1 the approach is remarkably common in the health 

sciences – nursing in particular. Within these disciplines, scholars have explored con-

cepts like ‘fatigue’, ‘teamwork’, ‘person-centred care’, or ‘quality of life’, as well as 

resilience (e.g., Earvolino-Ramirez, 2007; Windle, 2011). Although these studies of-

ten encompass the exploration of theoretical concepts based on an analysis of the 

scientific literature, Risjord (2009) makes a distinction between colloquial concept 

analysis and the more common theoretical concept analysis. Colloquial concept 

analysis, in contrast, is not interested in scientific understandings of a concept, but 

1 An exception is Koop and Lodge’s (2017) exploration of the concept of ‘regulation’.
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aims to “represent the concepts of a particular group of people” (Risjord, 2009, p. 

687). It is curious therefore, about how (groups of) practitioners (or in the case of 

nursing, also patients) understand a concept.

By distinguishing between theoretical and colloquial concept analysis, Risjord 

(2009; 2010) emphasizes the importance of context, and how the meaning of a con-

cept can vary between different contexts. The notion of context here bears some 

resemblance to the idea of ‘interpretive communities’ (or ‘communities of interpre-

tation’, ‘discourse communities’ etc.) (e.g., Yanow, 2000; Yanow, 2014). ‘Interpretive 

communities’ does not necessarily describe a collective of people, but rather points 

to how interpretations are contingent on the institutional context (field of practice) 

that provides “the assumptions, categories of understanding, and ‘stipulations of 

relevance and irrelevance’ that are embedded in a particular practice or enterprise” 

(Johnstone, 2005, p. 189). Interpretive communities may be different scientific dis-

ciplines as well as various fields of practice.

Sykes, Wills, Rowlands, and Popple (2013), in their exploration of ‘health literacy’, 

conducted both a theoretical and a colloquial concept analysis, thereby acknowl-

edging “that a gap frequently exists between academic understandings of a con-

cept and the understandings of practitioners who may be less influenced by theoret-

ical ideas and more influenced by experience and the practicalities of delivery” (p. 

153). At the same time, Risjord (2010) reminds us that, more often than not, the var-

ious theoretical and colloquial contexts of a concept mutually influence each other.

Bringing together the work on concept analysis and interpretive policy analysis, 

I have developed (and employed) an eight-step analytical strategy to analyse the 

concept of resilience in policy texts. Figure 5  below provides an overview of these 

different steps. It is based on the work of Berenskötter (2016; 2017), as well as direc-

tives provided by Risjord (2009) and the authoritative work on concept analysis by 

Walker and Avant (2014). The latter, for example, suggest identifying antecedents 

– that which must be in place before the concept can occur; and consequences – the 

outcomes of the concept, as important steps in concept analysis (Walker & Avant, 

2014).

Analytical strategy

The analysis starts with reading the (entire) policy document carefully, allowing for 

familiarization with the text (step 1). Subsequently, the passages containing the word 

‘resilience’ are identified (step 2), and  subjected to detailed reading (step 3). In ad-

dition, adjacent passages may be considered for detailed reading in case they re-

late directly to the passage containing the word resilience. This third step allows for 
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further familiarization with the text where it explicitly refers to resilience.

Next, a second detailed reading of the passages identified in step 2, including 

adjacent passages where necessary, is conducted, guided by six questions based 

on the literature on resilience as well as the theoretical framework (step 4). These 

questions are: (1) how is resilience defined; or to what existing definition does the 

policy document refer; (2) to which context(s) is resilience applied; (3) to what must 

resilience be built and why (i.e., resilience to what) – this is related to but more 

specific than the second question. For example, if the context to which resilience 

is applied is a humanitarian crisis, the issue to which resilience must be build could 

be pressures on public services due to the influx of refugees (for a government), or 

the loss of family members, home, and livelihood (for a refugee). Next, (4) who or 

what must be made resilient (resilience of whom); (5) how is resilience to be built 

(resilience through what means); and (6) how is resilience imagined, i.e., what are 

its promises?

When these questions have been answered (where possible), the next step in-

cludes a third detailed reading of selected passages focused on the identification 

of both stated and unstated assumptions (step 5). This is important because mean-

ing is as much determined by what is said as by that what is left out - the implicit 

statements, the silences. Although it is challenging to research textual absences 

and there is little guidance in the literature, this step generally involved looking for 

statements and subsequently questioning them. Are the assumptions on which the 

statement is based explicit, or implicit?

Next, initial findings from the policy documents are compared to one another, 

e.g., where do the definitions/rationales/interventions, etc., differ and how (step 

6). Subsequently, findings are where necessary compared to external materials 

(e.g., relevant website texts, news articles, official statements) for verification (step 

7). For example, where EU documentation referred to its ‘partnerships’ with Jordan 

and Lebanon, more information was sought out about these. The final step entails 

reassessing the findings (step 8). Following these steps allows for identifying how 

resilience is understood within a particular policy document.

Interviewing experts: Policymakers and practitioners

In addition to analysing the use of resilience in policy documents, I am interested 

in the ideas, beliefs, and interpretations of resilience held by policymakers and 

practitioners themselves. Policymakers, especially those who have been involved in 

the process of crafting the selected policy documents, can illuminate what choices 
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were made in the policymaking process. Practitioners, in turn, can explain how they 

translate policy into interventions, how these are implemented and what kind of 

(intended and unintended) results are subsequently produced. Interviewing, Rath-

bun (2008) notes, “is often the best- suited method for establishing the importance 

of agency or ideational factors such as culture, norms, ethics, perception, learning, 

and cognition (p. 690).

Figure 5. Schematic representation of the analytical steps in concept-focused policy analysis.
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In the methodological literature on interviewing, interviewing respondents in-

volved in various processes of the policy process (from formulation to implemen-

tation), is often referred to as ‘elite’ or ‘expert’ interviewing. Although scholars are 

increasingly ‘researching up’, the methodological work on elite and expert interview-

ing is in its infancy still. Nonetheless, singling out elites and expert as a specific cat-

egory of respondents suggests that interviewing them comes with its own set of 

challenges – not in the least in terms of defining these labels and determining to 

whom (and by whom) they are ascribed (Bogner, Littig & Menz, 2009).

According to Morris (2009), elites or experts are those individuals “with close prox-

imity to power … or with particular [professional] expertise” (p. 209). Various scholars 

note that the term ‘expert interview’ is more common in German-speaking coun-

tries, whereas the term ‘elite interview’ is more common in the Anglo-American world 

(Littig, 2009; Petintseva, Faria & Eski, 2020). But there might be more substantial 

differences. As Donders and van Audenhove (in: Petintseva, Faria & Eski, 2020) put 

it: “In elite interviews ‘power’, ‘status’ and ‘position’ are central. In expert interviews 

‘knowledge’ and ‘position’ are central” (p. 14). Petintseva, Faria and Eski (2020) offer 

the category of ‘the powerful’, emphasizing the power these respondents have to 

influence interview dynamics, the research process, and the researcher.

I use the term expert, following Meuser and Nagel’s (2009) description of experts 

as ‘active participants’. This definition emphasizes “the specific functions such in-

dividuals have with regard to problems – whether by virtue of a professional role, 

or as a volunteer. Special knowledge acquired through carrying out such functions 

is the subject matter of the expert interview” (Meuser & Nagel, 2009, p. 24). With 

regards to this ‘special knowledge’, Froschauer and Lueger (2009) add that experts’

“knowledge must be different from everyday knowledge (otherwise it 

would not be expert knowledge), is not accessible to everyone (oth-

erwise we would have no need for experts), is superior to everyday 

knowledge (otherwise we could all rely on our own knowledge) and 

must avail itself of a theoretical perspective (otherwise it would have no 

explanatory value)” (p. 220).

This is not to say that experts or elites provide the researcher with access to some 

form of objective truth that otherwise remains inaccessible. As has become clear 

from the ontological and epistemological positions I have taken throughout this 

work, I am primarily interested in the ideas, assumptions and beliefs of policymak-

ers and practitioners – which guides their actions and impacts reality on the ground 
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by virtue of their professional role. Recently, Döringer (2021) developed the ‘prob-

lem-centred expert interview’ by combining theory-generating expert interviews 

and problem-centred interviews, both of which “highlight the perspectives and 

opinions of the interviewee and aim at formulating new theories by systematizing 

and interpreting individual statements” (p. 269). As such, by aiming to access the 

implicit, interpretive dimensions of expert knowledge, the problem-centred expert 

interview moves “beyond the experts’ role as representatives and [takes] into ac-

count their personal opinions and experiences” (Döringer, 2021 p. 269). The focus 

is thus not on the factual knowledge experts may have and which is inaccessible to 

outsiders, but about experts’ ideas and beliefs which we know to influence policy 

and policy implementation.

There are specific practical challenges to interviewing experts. Scholars often 

stress the need to be mindful of the relationship between the researcher-interview-

er and the respondent as a ‘powerful’ elite or expert (Bogner, Littig & Menz, 2009; 

Morris, 2009; Petintseva, Faria & Eski, 2020). The inequality in terms of power be-

tween interviewer and respondent in favour of the latter, stresses the crucial im-

portance for the researcher to come across as competent, knowledgeable, and 

well-informed. As Meuser and Nagel (2009) assert, “the outcome of the interview 

is co-determined by whether the expert sees the interviewer as a competent inter-

locutor” (p. 34).

At the same time however, Lancaster (2017) notes that power dynamics in inter-

view settings with experts were, in her experience, “fluid, relational, negotiated 

and changeable” (p. 97). My own experience mirrors this; respondents oftentimes 

made statements like ‘but you know more about this than I do’ or indicated they 

were unsure about whether their ideas and experiences were useful to me. Even 

if I were ‘only’ a PhD candidate, I was sometimes seen as the (academic) expert or 

elite. Moreover, the politicized nature of the presence of Syrian refugees and inter-

national aid in Jordan, Lebanon, and Turkey made my interviewees vulnerable and 

obliged me to treat the interviews and interview data carefully. This was at least 

partly contingent on the fact that the crisis response is still ongoing. As Lancaster 

(2017) notes:

“When examining historical processes, particular accounts have al-

ready become accepted and authorised within the policy field. While 

these ‘established’ narratives are always in flux, and the meaning of 

historical events is never truly fixed, in examining contemporary policy 

processes these stories are only just emerging” (p. 94).
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To be specific, I conducted semi-structured interviews, which, as a qualitative 

method, entail interactional exchanges of dialogue, often relatively informal (e.g., 

resembling a conversation or discussion), guided by a set of themes or topics 

(rather than a set-in-stone question and answer format), during which knowledge 

is co-constructed between interviewer and interviewee (Mason, 2002). This view, 

of interviews as types of social interaction and sites of knowledge co-construction, 

emphasizes the role of the researcher. Again, not as an excavator of the objective 

truth, and neither as a mere interpreter of interpretations; instead the researcher, 

together with the respondent, co-constructs interpretations of social reality. Reflect-

ing on my own positionality is therefore crucial; I do so in the final section of this 

chapter.

Sample

Between April and July 2016, I conducted a first set of 13 semi-structured inter-

views of approximately one hour with policymakers and researchers in Europe, in-

cluding in the Netherlands, Belgium, and France. A few interviews were conducted 

over Skype. Respondents were identified as authors of policy briefs or reports deal-

ing with resilience, or as experts working in organizations that had published reports 

on resilience. They were approached via email or social media for a face-to-face or 

Skype interview, and asked for referral to a colleague in case they were unavailable 

for an interview. Respondents represented 11 different organizations, of which five 

research institutes or (policy) think tanks, four intergovernmental organizations, one 

governmental organization, and one international NGO. Three respondents were 

female, ten were male. They all held policy or research-related positions.

This first set of interviews focused on the meaning(s) of resilience, how and why it 

had become a global policy buzzword, what ‘resilience-building interventions’ look 

like, and how resilience can be measured. Moreover, the interviews provided an op-

portunity to discuss some of the criticisms on resilience within the academic literature.

Between October 2018 and June 2019, I conducted a second set of 40 semi-struc-

tured interviews of approximately one hour with 47 humanitarian and development 

professionals in Gaziantep, Turkey, Amman, Jordan, and in Beirut, Lebanon, as well 

as over Skype. Relevant organizations were initially identified from 3RP documenta-

tion, including the regional strategic overview and the 3RP country chapters. Poten-

tial respondents were subsequently identified from organizations’ websites, policy 

documents and publications, or from country-specific online civil society platforms, 

such as the Lebanese website www.daleel-madani.org. They were subsequently 

approached via email or social media for a face-to-face or Skype interview.
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In the second set of interviews, respondents represented 32 different organiza-

tions. Nine (28%) were Turkish, Jordanian, or Lebanese civil society organizations 

operating at the national level (referred to as national CSOs), or organizations estab-

lished by Syrians in Turkey (referred to as Syrian-led CSOs). Twenty-three (72%) were 

international organizations, with headquarters outside Turkey, Jordan, or Lebanon. 

These included 16 INGOs, five UN agencies, and two governmental organizations, 

including a diplomatic mission and a donor agency. At least 23 respondents (49%) 

were Turkish, Lebanese, Jordanian, or Syrian nationals – the remainder were inter-

national expats. Seventeen respondents were female (36%), 30 were male (64%). 

Nearly all respondents held management positions in the area of programmes, 

coordination, or partnerships. For some, their work focused exclusively on the na-

tional (Turkish, Lebanese, or Jordanian) context, others (also) worked at the regional 

level, i.e., across the different 3RP countries, or on cross-border operations into 

Syria. As such, respondents were familiar with the national and regional policy dis-

cussions and processes, as well as their organizations’ programmes and impact 

thereof on the ground, and were thus in a good position to talk about how resil-

ience translates into practice. This second set of interviews addressed respondents’ 

perceptions of the crisis response in general, their understanding of resilience and 

the related concepts of localization and the humanitarian-development nexus. For 

an overview, see table 4 below.

At the start of each interview, I explained the purpose of the study, and asked 

for permission to audio- record the interview. Two interviewees (from the second 

set) did not want the interview to be audio- recorded, so, notes were taken instead. 

Subsequently, I provided respondents with an informed consent form, which they 

signed to indicate their agreement to both the interview and the audio-recording 

of the interview. The two interviewees (from the second set) who refused to be re-

corded, did not want to sign an informed consent. The information from these two 

interviews has been used as background information only. For those who did sign 

the informed consent form, I scanned the signed form and sent it to them via e-mail, 

thanking them again for participating in the interview. The interviews that were 

conducted over Skype were also recorded. Respondents were verbally asked for 

permission before starting the interview, at the start of the interview I state that the 

interview is now being recorded. All respondents were promised anonymity.

From the audio-recordings, interviews were transcribed verbatim. These written 

transcripts were subsequently subjected to thematic analysis, an inductive approach 

focused on “identifying and describing both the implicit and explicit ideas within 

the data, that is, themes” (Guest, MacQueen & Namey, 2012, p. 10). A ‘theme’ may 
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about and/or what it means [emphasis in original]” (Saldaña, 2013, p. 175). As such, 

thematic analysis involves identifying or examining “the underlying ideas, assump-

tions, and conceptualizations – and ideologies – that are theorized as shaping or 

informing the semantic content of the data” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 85).

Analytical strategy

Practically, thematic analysis is done through coding the data. Saldaña (2013) de-

scribes the coding process as cyclical. ‘First Cycle’ coding methods involve “those 

processes that happen during the initial coding of data” (p. 58), in the current case, 

identification of themes. There are various techniques for discovering themes and 

subthemes in (textual) data. Ryan and Bernard (2003) identify, for example, look-

ing for repetitions, ‘local’ terms, metaphors and analogies, transitions, similarities 

and differences, linguistic connectors, and missing data. Developing themes out of 

codes involves creating sentences or statements that capture the essence of a par-

ticular topic in the data, for example by adding “is” or “means” after the code and 

expanded upon it (Saldaña, 2013). ‘Second Cycle’ coding methods aim at devel-

oping “a sense of categorical, thematic, conceptual, and/or theoretical organization 

from [the] array of First Cycle codes [or themes]” (Saldaña, 2013, p. 207).

Whereas the first rounds of coding are more open, successive coding rounds are 

more analytical. Here, the goal is to cluster the codes (subthemes) into meaningful 

Table 4. Overview of professional affiliation of respondents.

Type of organisation Number of 
respondents

Percentage

Intergovernmental organisation 19 31,7%

Governmental organisation 6 10%

Think tank/research institution 5 8,3%

International non-governmental organization 20 33,3%

Jordanian, Lebanese, Turkish civil society organisation 7 11,7%

Syrian-led civil society organisation 3 5%

Total 60 100%
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patterns (overarching themes), after which they are refined through an iterative ex-

amination of the themes in relation to each other as well as the research questions. 

Constructing this (final) “integrative theme that weaves various themes together into 

a coherent narrative” (Saldaña, 2013, p. 176) then, tells “a story that is based on, 

and about, the data, [and which] makes sense of the patterning and diversity of 

meaning” (Terry, Hayfield, Clarke, & Braun, 2017, p. 30). Table 5 below provides an 

overview of the themes, primary codes, and subcodes.

The first set of interview transcripts was coded manually; overarching themes 

were identified through a process of ‘cutting and sorting’ (Ryan & Bernard, 2003). 

For the second set of transcripts, I used a combination of computer-assisted coding 

using Atlas.ti for the first rounds of (open) coding, and manually worked on devel-

oping thematic categories and overarching themes through creating a visual the-

matic mind-map (see for example Castleberry & Nolen, 2018). Specifically, I follow 

Braun and Clarke’s (2020) approach to thematic analysis, or what they call reflexive 

thematic analysis, in which

“the coding process is integral to theme development, in the sense 

that themes are an ‘outcome’ of these coding and theme development 

processes, are developed through coding; coding is not – in general – 

a process for finding evidence for pre-conceptualised themes. The an-

alytic process involves immersion in the data, reading, reflecting, ques-

tioning, imagining, wondering, writing, retreating, returning [emphasis 

in original]” (Braun & Clarke, 2020, p. 5).

Finally, reflexive thematic analysis also calls attention to “the importance of the 

researcher’s subjectivity as analytic resource, and their reflexive engagement with 

theory, data and interpretation [emphasis in original]” (Braun & Clarke, 2020, p. 3). 

In the next section, I attempt to do justice to the ambitions of researcher reflexivity.

Reflections on positionality

In the sections above, I have discussed the selected cases and methods for stud-

ying them, and elaborated on the rationality behind my choices. Now, I want to 

briefly reflect on my positionality and the impact it has had on the various research 

processes – from choosing a topic to collecting and analysing data and writing up 

the results. This is necessary because researchers, within the interpretive research 

paradigm, are themselves ‘research instruments’: they interpret interpretations they 
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Table 5. Overview of themes, primary codes, and subcodes.

Themes Primary codes subcodes

Resilience Resilience of (local) systems Crisis management capacity 

Localization 

Responsibility 

Sustainability

Resilience of people (Economic) self-reliance 

Skills & capacities 

Access to (formal) employment 

Livelihoods 

Integration into national systems

Nature of the crisis Protracted (long-term) crisis Humanitarian aid is not enough 

Need for development assistance 

New type of crisis

Decline in funding

New type of response Middle income country context 

Long-term development response 

Strong national leadership

Humanitarian- 
Development nexus

Collaboration between 
humanitarian and 
development actors

Collaboration between UNDP & 
UNHCR 

Different organizational mandates 

Risk to humanitarian principles

Dual focus Refugees 

Vulnerable host communities

Role of donors Planning horizons 

Aid system structure

Localization Government Involvement 3RP country chapter 

Link to national development plans

Local civil society Funding competition with INGOs
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Themes Primary codes subcodes

Refugees Syrian-led NGOs 

No link to institutional donors

Country context Jordan Context: resource scarcity, 
unemployment 

EU-Jordan compact 

Working permits (inactive) 

Collaboration with UN agencies 

70/30 funding allocation between refugees
& vulnerable host communities 

Bureaucracy

Lebanon Context: political instability 

Civil war, Palestinian refugees 

EU-Lebanon compact 

Conflict with UN agencies 

Strong civil society 

Lack of political leadership 

Refugee vulnerability, informal tented
settlements 

Concerns about social cohesion 

Politicians’ hostilility towards refugees 

Forced returns 

Discrimination, withdrawal

Turkey Context: strong political leadership 

EU-Turkey deal 

Suspicion towards INGOs (expulsion) 

Private sector engagement 

Syrian-led NGOs

Cross-border work northern Syria
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co-construct with their research participants (Hay, 2011). Like research participants, 

interpretive researchers are “actors in … meaning- making processes as they con-

duct their analyses” (Yanow, 2007b, p. 111). Reflecting on one’s   positionality, then, 

is important because, researchers’

“own lived experiences shape and filter what they attend to in the 

research project, what they observe and to what they might be ‘blind-

ed,’ what questions they ask (and don’t), what they are told – and what 

might be being kept from them, who talks to them and who doesn’t, 

and so forth” (Yanow, 2007, p. 114).

Jacobson and Mustafa (2019) developed the Social Identity Map as a reflexivity 

tool for researchers to reflect on, communicate, and visualize their positionality. 

It involves identifying one’s various social identities (first tier), how these different 

identities impact one’s lived experiences (second tier), and finally, what emotions 

are tied to these details of one’s social identities – which subsequently impacts 

our interaction with others, including research participants (tier 3). Mapping these 

various aspects of social identity provides a starting point from which to recognize 

how they impact the process of doing research. Figure 6 below illustrates my so-

cial identity map, adapted from the template provided by Jacobsen and Mustafa 

(2019). It addresses six facets of my social identity: my citizenship (Dutch/European) 

and the colour of my skin (white), my gender (female) and my age (mid-thirties), my 

professional status (Ph.D. researcher at a Dutch university) and my political position 

with regards to the topic (progressive left). These aspects are addressed in turn be-

low. I conclude with a brief reflection on additional factors and possible blind spots. 

Figure 6 below shows my personal social identity map.

Citizenship and skin colour

My citizenship and skin colour account for a lot of my privileges. First and foremost, as 

opposed to many of my respondents, I grew up in a politically stable country where 

the provision of high-quality public and social services is the norm rather than the 

exception. Although the Netherlands still annually commemorates World War II and 

the elderly population still carry the memories of war (like my grandparents), war is 

felt by many to be something that happens ‘elsewhere’.2 I do not, and likely never 

will, understand the intricacies of growing up or living in a country in war (like Syria), a 

2 Without question, this is not the case for many Dutch citizens with a refugee background, 

for example from Rwanda, Bosnia Herzegovina, and Syria more recently.
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country struggling to recover from war (like Lebanon), or a country trying to shoulder 

the impact of a war-affected neighbour (like Jordan, Turkey, and Lebanon). I address 

the complexities, as well as advantages, of trying to understand a situation as an out-

sider, more fully in the section ‘Professional status and political position’.

Having a Dutch passport provides me with the freedom to travel without much 

hassle. As a white European, I am likely to be seen as a tourist, or an ‘expat’ rather 

than an ‘immigrant’, and unlike others, often do not have to justify my journey or 

provide evidence and solemn pledges that I will return to my home country. Being 

a Dutch citizen, moreover, provides me with a sense of safety, that should anything 

happen to me while I am abroad, the Dutch embassy will be of assistance as best 

they can. These privileges facilitated my data collection, in the sense that I was able 

to travel safely, was rarely treated with suspicion by local officials, gained access to 

relevant organizations and arranged meetings with exerts easily. Many of my re-

spondents also had a western European background, which I imagined facilitated a 

level of trust and understanding between my interviewees and me. We had a cultur-

al background in common and ultimately, were both outsiders in Jordan, Lebanon, 

and Turkey. At the same time however, those interviews that were most amicable, 

often more informal and incredibly informative, were all with ‘local’, i.e., Jordanian, 

Lebanese, Turkish, and Syrian, humanitarian and development professionals.

Figure 6. My social identity map (adapted from Jacobsen & Mustafa, 2019).
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In other ways, of course, I also stood out – because of my European looks and 

white skin. In addition, I did not speak the local language (see also Schmeidl, 2020). 

Although I speak a little bit of Turkish, it is not enough to conduct interviews, and I do 

not speak the Arabic dialects common in Lebanon and Jordan. I conducted all of my 

interviews in English, and a few in Dutch – my own native language. Considering the 

‘international community’ is by and large western and a lot of the communication 

within humanitarian and development assistance takes place in English, most pro-

fessionals in the sector are more or less proficient in English. This was convenient 

for me as someone fluent in English, but it also constitutes yet another way in which 

the western world dominates humanitarian action and development assistance in cri-

sis-affected countries. I have a lot of respect for the Jordanian, Lebanese, Turkish, 

and Syrian aid professionals I spoke to, who started learning English only after they 

entered this line of work following the war and the subsequent humanitarian crisis.

I am conscious of the role of various European countries in the history of West 

Asia, their role in the war in Syria and against Daesh more broadly,3 and their role in 

the current crisis response – as donors, as policymakers, and as those organizations 

implementing programmes, often through ‘local partners’. I am critical of Europe’s 

past and current roles in West Asia, and humanitarian and development work more 

broadly, a position that has been informed by my research, but which also shaped 

it – in terms of the topic, research questions, and theoretical inclinations. Critically 

questioning the (dis)connections between (political) discourse, policy, and practice 

has been my passion as an academic, and which has also found a home within my 

PhD research.

I experience all sorts of emotions with regards to the Dutch/European colonial 

past as well as the contemporary western-centric and neo-colonial approaches to 

addressing conflict and crisis, ranging from shame and guilt, to embarrassment and 

anger. What dominates is a critical attitude towards western actors and practices, 

and a principled support for ‘local’ actors, especially civil society actors. This is ev-

ident in my discussions of localization and critique towards the (structural) barriers 

that hamper the meaningful involvement of local civil society and their ownership 

of crisis response. I noticed that during my interviews, I sometimes shared my own 

critical opinions about international/western actors in order to encourage respond-

ents to share their critical opinions too. This sometimes worked, and sometimes did 

not. In general, seasoned humanitarian and development professionals were them-

selves more critical with regards to the system and the role of international/western 

3 Think, for example, of the Dutch airstrikes in Hawija in northern Iraq in 2015, which killed 

dozens of civilians (Schipper & Versteegh, 2018; Wille, 2019).
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actors than those who were professionally more junior. I discuss my tendency to-

wards critique more fully in the section ‘Professional status and political position’.

To sum up, the various ways in which I experience the privileges and challenges 

tied to my citizenship and the colour of my skin, have profoundly shaped my re-

search. Collecting data was relatively easy, but different (cultural) backgrounds and 

interviews in English made establishing an in-depth understanding of the lived ex-

periences of my interviewees challenging. Conducting multiple follow-up interviews 

with my respondents might have mitigated this issue at least in part. Finally, my 

critical attitude with regards to western/international actors and the European Un-

ion in particular, informed my research in terms of formulating research questions, 

choosing theoretical lenses, and analysing data. Even though my research is not 

necessarily grounded in activism, critiquing existing structures of power is inherent 

to critical research (see also Alvesson & Deetz, 2021), and something I have aspired 

to within (and beyond) my Ph.D. research.

Gender and age

As a (cisgender) woman, I am always aware of my (physical) vulnerability, and take 

measures – as women are often told to do – in order to not become a victim of (sex-

ual) violence. That means refraining from walking alone in the dark, carrying objects 

that could potentially be used as a weapon (the famous key between the fingers), 

and trying to read the (potentially harmful) intentions of unfamiliar (male) others. 

The sad truth is that travelling alone as a woman is not always safe, and may be risky 

especially in places one is unfamiliar with.

In Jordan and Lebanon I travelled together with a (female, Dutch, white) research 

assistant. In Amman in particular, we were often stared at in cafes, or catcalled by 

young men from across the streets or their rolled-down car windows. Once, in a res-

taurant, a man and two women were noticeably watching and talking about us, and 

went as far as taking pictures of us with their mobile phones. If anything, it was an-

noying, but harmless. It was not just the ‘people on the street’ however. One aid pro-

fessional I reached out to for an interview repeatedly tried to arrange our meeting to 

take place in a bar after eight p.m. When I, repeatedly, and respectfully, tried to rene-

gotiate for a mid-day appointment at his organization’s office, he eventually stopped 

replying. I doubt he would have behaved this way had I been a male researcher.

The majority of the experts I interviewed were male. In the aid sector, too, in-

dividuals in specific ‘powerful’ positions (e.g., country director, head of office, pro-

gramme director) are commonly men. For organizations often fiercely committed 

to strengthening gender equality in the countries where they are operating, there 
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is surprisingly little attention to women’s representation within such organizations 

themselves (for an exception, see Haack, Karns & Murray, 2020). As a woman, con-

scious not only of my own privileges but also to the ways in which I might be mar-

ginalized, I am committed to gender equality both in my professional and personal 

capacity. This led me to actively seek out women to speak to in order to have a bal-

anced sample, and try to ensure (gender) diversity among the researchers whose 

work I cite. I might be better able to recognize instances of marginalization and 

inequality due to my own experiences of marginalization and unequal treatment 

as a woman. Undoubtedly, this further fuels my inclination towards critical research.

Gender has an impact on interview dynamics. As Meuser and Nagel (2009) argue:

“In situations of expert interviewing the female researchers’ profes-

sional status is often neglected. Young female researchers who are 

dealing with a male-dominated field are especially affected by the fact 

that in the experts’ understanding gender status dominated over pro-

fessional status. If this is the case, the female researcher is considered 

to be ‘acceptably incompetent’” (p. 34-35).

I experienced this a few times, mostly when interviewing men older than I am. 

In line with Abels and Behrens’ (2009) advice, I then tried to harness my ‘accept-

able incompetence’, where useful, to gain more information. In Abels and Behrens’ 

(2009) words:

“[t]hese gendered projections onto us and the therefore existing 

openness on the research topic, were (optionally) enforced by our 

questions, which suggested to the expert that we must be naïve and 

simple-minded, appealing to his willingness to enlighten us” (p. 145).

Being a female researcher also means being perceived as less threatening, thus 

with less distrust (Abels & Behrens, 2009; see also Rathbun, 2008). I experienced 

this to be an advantage in studying a highly politicized topic, because asking what 

might be considered sensitive questions was not met with suspicion. Schmeidl 

(2020) recounts getting away with asking ‘naïve’ questions, because “what on earth 

could a woman possibly do with such information?” (p. 168). An example of such a 

sensitive question concerned the relationship between local authorities/the nation-

al government and the international NGOs interviewed – some of which actively 

tried to remain ‘under the radar’ or in way or another went against national regu-
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lations. At the same time, openness with regards to sensitive issues also points to 

trust in (academic) researchers – something I will return to in the section ‘Profession-

al status and political position’.

Because my gender affected interview dynamics, it also had an impact on the 

knowledge generated from the interviews. After all, it is co-constructed during the 

interview by the researcher and respondent. I find it difficult to say, however, how 

exactly the results of the interviews would differ had I been a male researcher.

Age likely interacts with gender. Being perceived as ‘acceptably incompetent’ 

may decrease with age and (perceived) professional experience. I suspect quite 

a few of the humanitarian and development professionals I interviewed were my 

age – between 30 and 35, which perhaps made it easier to establish rapport. Oth-

ers were more senior. In one instance, I was explicitly told by someone I had ap-

proached for an interview and who had invited me to visit her in the organization’s 

office, that she did not want me to interview her, let alone record our talk, because 

I lacked credibility being a junior researcher. She was older than I am and moreover, 

had a senior position within the organization. In such cases, I felt little need to argue 

the opposite and focused on contacting other potential interviewees.

To sum up, the vulnerabilities related to my gender and age impacted my re-

search, especially in terms of dictating interview dynamics. In some instances I 

could use some of these vulnerabilities to my advantage, gaining more detailed, 

and sometimes sensitive, information. At the same time, my personal experiences 

of being a woman feed into my inclination towards critical research, clearly present 

in my PhD research.

Professional status and political position

Like citizenship and skin colour, gender and age, professional status and political 

position also influence the data collection and analytical processes, i.e., how others 

see us and how we see and interpret the world (Jacobson & Mustafa, 2019). I am 

from a middle class background, characterized by financial stability and access to 

higher education. It ties in with my current professional status as PhD researcher 

and early career scholar at a university in Netherlands. A peculiar contrast ensues.

Within the Netherlands, and academia more broadly, early career scholars, and 

PhD candidates in particular, are at the bottom of the hierarchy. Their positions are 

often, if not by definition, temporary. Job insecurity and an extremely competi-

tive academic job market create vulnerabilities in terms of mental health and well-

being. The biannual survey conducted by Nature among PhD candidates globally, 

shows that more than a third (36%) of PhD candidates have sought help for anxiety 
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and depression (The mental health of PhD researchers demands urgent attention, 

2013; Woolston, 2013). The PhD Candidates Network Netherlands, for which I am 

currently serving as chair (2020-2021), found similar figures in their survey among 

1.601 Dutch PhD candidates in 2020: 47% of PhD candidates were found to have 

an increased risk of developing a psychiatric disorder, and almost 39% of PhD can-

didates showed severe symptoms of burnout (Mattijssen, van Vliet, van Doorn, Kan-

bier, & Teelken, 2020).

By virtue of my position as a (female) PhD researcher, I was vulnerable. But at the 

same time, I was also powerful. As Caretta and Jokinen (2017) note:

“On the one hand, [our] gender and perceived lack of authority and 

maturity in the local society are sources of vulnerability. On the other 

hand, [our] high level of education still incarnates privilege” (p. 276, 

see also Ballamingie & Johnson, 2011).

Even if PhD researchers are sometimes still regarded as students (note the ubiq-

uity of the term ‘PhD student’ rather than ‘PhD candidate’ or ‘PhD researcher’), I 

was surprised to find that some of my respondents – even seasoned humanitarian 

and development professionals – perceived me as an expert. The aforementioned 

comments such as ‘you probably know more about this than I do!’ were not uncom-

mon. This position of expert/non-expert, i.e., being a junior within your own field, 

and being perceived as an expert by those outside academia, required a balanc-

ing act. On the one hand I needed to mitigate my vulnerabilities and showcase my 

competence in order to be ‘worthy to talk to’, while on the other hand, I carried the 

responsibility of being a university-affiliated researcher perceived as an expert. A re-

searcher’s duty is first and foremost to their research participants – the ‘do no harm’ 

approach (Anderson, 1999) applies as much to research as to aid. Practically, this 

meant not only thorough preparation before each interview, but also taking care in 

protecting interviewees’ anonymity, and storing research data safely.

As an academic with no professional experience in the aid sector, I am also an out-

sider. Research on aid work and aid workers’ own memoirs often portray an image 

of a global village, where everyone knows each other from some previous mission 

(Autesserre, 2014; for memoirs, see for example Alexander, 2013; Cain, Thomson 

& Postlewait, 2006; Foley, 2010). It was not uncommon for interviewees to mention 

the countries they had previously been stationed in, or where their next mission 

would take them.

As an outsider, I, on the one hand, lack the in-depth understanding of the sector 
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and its inner workings that comes with prolonged (professional) experience. I am 

aware that as a critical outsider moreover, respondents may feel I have an easy job 

criticizing their work from the side line, without grasping the political complexities 

and structural constraints that define their daily operational context. Fortunately, 

I did not encounter such sentiments, and I made sure to be empathic and under-

standing of my respondents’ position, even if that did not sit well with my own. As 

mentioned above, professionals seemed to hold research in high regard and were 

therefore, perhaps, also trusting of me as a researcher. Respondents would often 

mention they thought my research was necessary, and addressed issues that were 

also topics of debate within the sector.

On the other hand, being an outsider also provided me with enough distance to 

approach the research topic, my respondents, and ultimately my data, with an open 

mind and ultimately, allowed me to maintain a helicopter view. This is not to say I 

am objective. The raison d’être of this reflexivity exercise is that in lieu of objectivity, 

researchers must reflect on and be open about how our “position from which we see 

the world around us impacts our research interests, how we approach the research and 

participants, the questions we ask, and how we interpret the data” (Jacobson & Musta-

fa, 2019, p. 1). Rather than an ability to be objective, my status as outsider points to a 

lesser emotional investment in the ongoing crisis response work, by virtue of which I 

have the ability to take a step back and look at (and create) an ‘overall picture’.

Building on the above, my political position with regards to the research topic 

undoubtedly influenced my ‘interpretation of interpretations’. My political position, 

which could be characterized as progressive left, is intricately related to my inclina-

tion towards critical research. I am critical of power inequalities and perceptive of 

various forms of (direct and indirect) exertion of power over others. This is consistent 

with the ‘moral programme’ of the interpretive social sciences, which, according 

to Wagenaar (2011) aim “to reveal hidden assumptions and thereby open up the 

taken-for-granted manner in which the world appears to us” (p. 275). Or as Alvesson 

and Deetz (2021) put it

“Critical research generally aims to disrupt ongoing social reality for 

the sake of providing impulses to the liberation from or resistance to 

what dominates and leads to constraints in human decision making and 

the uncritical reproduction of social life. Typically, critical studies put a 

particular object of study in a wider cultural, economic and political 

context, relating a focused phenomenon to sources of broader asym-

metrical relations in society” (p. 1).
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At the same time, however, my research does not empower vulnerable or mar-

ginalized groups. Neither does it (directly) engage with the views of those at the 

receiving end of (potentially harmful) policy decisions and programmes. Instead, the 

aim of my research was to first bring to light the dominant views underlying the ‘turn 

to resilience’, and to subsequently deconstruct them and reveal how ‘resilience- 

building’ might serve the interests of the powerful.

To sum up, my professional status and political position had an impact on my re-

search in various ways. My position as a PhD researcher made me both vulnerable 

and powerful at the same time, professionally both a junior and an expert. This in-

fluenced not just interview dynamics but also the research process, and underscored 

the importance of both self-care, and care for my respondents. Being an outsider/

academic allowed for creating a helicopter view that is complementary rather than 

rival to insider/practitioner analyses. Finally, my political position encouraged a focus 

on power inequalities, which has become one of the main themes of my research.

Other factors and possible blind spots

This exercise in reflexivity is necessarily brief. There are likely to be many more 

factors, however, that have had an impact on my research – in terms of the process 

as well as the final results. Jacobson and Mustafa (2019) also discuss, for example, 

sexual orientation, and gender identity (cis/trans). These might constitute possi-

ble blind spots. Jacobson and Mustafa (2019) also mention ability, and I am aware 

that having no physical disabilities ensures I can travel and move around unfamiliar 

places with ease. Religion may also exert influence on the research process and 

results, especially when the countries in which fieldwork is carried out have a strong 

religious identity. Religion also has an important role in discourses around, and 

ultimately the (policy) responses to, migration and forced displacement. As Wilson 

and Mavelli (2017) argue, the

“entanglement of ‘refugee’, ‘violence/conflict/terror’ and ‘religion’ is 

contributing to the production of narrow policy responses, exclusion-

ary politics and a growing trend towards ‘securitizing’ forced migra-

tion, rather than treating the global refugee crisis primarily as a ques-

tion of humanitarianism, or solidarity with fellow human beings” (p. 1).

In particular, it is the “lines … between the categories of ‘refugee’, ‘terrorist’ and 

‘Muslim’” that are increasingly blurred (Wilson & Mavelli, 2017, p. 2). Even so, reli-

gion is not a factor I paid particular attention to, constituting a possible blind spot. 
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Being familiar with Islam, as well as the Turkish language and culture, due to having 

a Turkish Muslim partner, did however facilitate my fieldwork – in terms of adapting 

to the local context. Being able to speak some Turkish also made it easier to get 

around. Earlier experiences of living and working abroad in cultural contexts dif-

ferent than my own (Bosnia and Herzegovina, South Africa, and Uganda) gave me 

an advantage interacting with respondents from various cultural backgrounds and 

nationalities. My own religious orientation, following a Pagan, nature- based spiritual 

path, might make me more perceptive to the plight of religious minorities, but con-

sidering religion as a factor hardly features in my research, I consider its impact to 

be minimal.

Finally, the circumstances under which I have conducted my PhD research shaped 

the process as well as the results. Since starting my PhD, officially in 2017, I com-

bined it with my work as a lecturer and researcher on a variety of projects. My field-

work visits were therefore necessarily short; three weeks in Jordan, ten days in Leb-

anon, and three weeks in Turkey, yet technology allowed for conducting additional 

interviews online. Having more research time would have allowed for conducting 

additional analyses, and employing additional methods, such as observations. This 

would have benefited the results in terms of depth and nuance. At the same time, 

however, teaching and supervising students, and working on research projects out-

side of and unrelated to my PhD project also benefited the results, especially theo-

retically. Teaching courses in public administration in particular, expanded my own 

understanding of (collaborative) governance and policy, which ultimately inspired my 

theoretical stance.

Outline of the book

This dissertation consists of a collection of published work, including three peer-re-

viewed journal articles and a book chapter. Other work, not included here but 

nonetheless important products derived from this project include Governing Hu-

manitarian Emergencies, Protracted Crises, and (In)Security through Resilience, a 

research report containing a first review of the literature as well as the results of 

key informant interviews conducted in 2016 (Anholt, 2017). Together with Kees 

Boersma, I wrote a book chapter for the Resource Guide on Resilience, published 

by the International Risk Governance Centre at École Polytechnique Fédérale de 

Lausanne. In this short entry, we discuss resilience as a new paradigm for governing 

protracted crises (Anholt & Boersma, 2018). In addition, I contributed a short piece 
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on my experience of interviewing humanitarian and development professionals for 

the book Interviewing Elites, Experts and the Powerful in Criminology (Petintseva, 

Faria & Eski, 2020). For a complete overview of my publications, see my curriculum 

vitae at the end of this book.

My dissertation is structured as follows. In chapter 2, Resilience as the EU Global 

Strategy’s new leitmotif: Pragmatic, problematic, or promising? published in Con-

temporary Security Policy, Wolfgang Wagner and I discuss how resilience is used in 

the European Union Global Strategy for Foreign and Security Policy. Based on a 

close reading of the EU Global Strategy, we argue that as a goal, building resilience 

provides a middle ground between the ambitious goal of liberal peace-building, 

and the more pragmatic objective of stabilization. In embracing resilience, the EU 

seems to redirect attention to local resources and practices. The value of resilience 

lies in its power to bring a variety of actors together, thereby providing a common 

ground for engagement.

In chapter 3, Resilience in the European Union external action, published in the 

book Projecting Resilience Across the Mediterranean, Wolfgang Wagner and I 

build on our earlier piece, looking in particular at what the EU’s turn to resilience im-

plies for its engagement with its southern neighbourhood. In this chapter, we argue 

that the EU no longer suggests that crisis can be overcome. As such, instead of pre-

vention, crises must be managed. In addition, the EU uses resilience to emphasize 

the importance of context-specific approaches, with a central role assigned to local 

actors and practices. The message of ‘resilience-building’ remains ambiguous how-

ever, considering only a thin line separates genuine appreciation for local capacities 

from an attempt to relieve the EU of expensive commitments.

In chapter 4, Under the guise of resilience: EU migration and displacement man-

agement in Jordan and Lebanon, written with Giulia Sinatti, I shift the focus from 

European Union security policy to the European Commission’s humanitarian and 

development policies. Based on key Commission publications, we reconstruct the 

EU’s ideas, beliefs and assumptions about resilience: the importance of the humani-

tarian-development nexus, the responsibility of crisis-affected states, and refugees 

as an economic development opportunity for refugee-hosting states. We then look 

at the EU’s engagement with Jordan and Lebanon in the context of the Syria crisis 

and the hosting of Syrian refugees. We argue that for the EU, ‘resilience-building’ 

seems first and foremost a strategy to contain refugees in the region, and prevent 

onwards migration to EU Member States.

In chapter 5, Resilience in practice: Responding to the refugee crisis in Turkey, 

Jordan, and Lebanon, I shift the focus from expressions of resilience in policy to 
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how practitioners, i.e. humanitarian and development professionals working in 

Turkey, Lebanon, and Jordan, understand the concept of resilience. Based on in-

depth, semi-structured interviews, I explore how resilience is translated into ‘re-

silience-building’ programmes and how specifics of the context enable or inhibit 

the implementation of ‘resilience-building’ as understood by practitioners. An im-

portant finding is that resilience seems to be conflated with refugees’ economic 

self-reliance, as well as refugee-hosting states’ crisis management capacities. I also 

argue that the prominence of the political and economic context and the power re-

lations between crisis response actors that it generates, limits what a buzzword like 

resilience can achieve in practice.

In chapter 6, I discuss the findings and their implications for policymakers, for 

practitioners, and for scholars of resilience. I conclude by outlining a research agen-

da for resilience.





RESILIENCE AS THE EU GLOBAL STRATEGY’S 
NEW LEITMOTIF: PRAGMATIC, PROBLEMATIC, OR 
PROMISING?

CHAPTER TWO
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ABSTRACT

A striking difference between the EU’s 2016 Global Strategy and its 2003 predecessor is the 

ubiquity of resilience as a new leitmotif, understood as the ability of states and societies to re-

form, thus withstanding and recovering from internal and external crisis. Resilience provides 

a middle ground between overambitious liberal peace-building and under-ambitious stability, 

(re)directs attention to local resources and practices, and is ambiguous enough to be accept-

able to everyone. The Global Strategy’s leitmotif is an example of the rise and spread of re-

silience in international discourses about crisis management and humanitarian emergencies. 

Although there are risks inherent to the way in which resilience reframes risks and crises, its 

added value lies in its power as convening concept, opening up international organizations 

to new ways of thinking and working, and providing a common ground for engagement.
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Resilience as the EU Global Strategy’s new leitmotif: 
Pragmatic, problematic, or promising?

One of the most striking differences between the EU Global Strategy of 2016 and 

the European Security Strategy of 2003 is the ubiquity of resilience as a new leit-

motif. Whereas the term was entirely absent in the 2003 document, the EU Global 

Strategy of 2016 mentions it no less than 40 times. This puts ‘resilient/resilience’ 

ahead of ‘human rights’ (mentioned 31 times), ‘democratic/democracy/democrati-

zation’ (23 times), and ‘human security’ (4 times). This raises a number of questions: 

first of all, what does the EU mean by resilience? Furthermore, what explains the 

concept’s rapid rise in the EU’s strategic community? And last, but not least, what 

are the implications of recalibrating EU external action around a new leitmotif?

In this article, we will address these questions in turn. We will first offer an inter-

pretation of ‘resilience’, based on a close reading of the EU Global Strategy and in-

formed by a number of background interviews with those involved in the process of 

bringing the strategy about (Section 1).1 The background interviews were also instru-

mental to understand what makes the concept acceptable to a wide range of actors 

(Section 2). Finally, we assess the implications of this new paradigm and situate the 

rise of resilience into a changing global context. In order to do so, we draw on a 

vast and rapidly growing body of literature on resilience in the social sciences and 

on interviews with resilience experts from the international humanitarian and devel-

opment community (Section 3).

We argue that ‘resilience’ has become the Global Strategy’s leitmotif because it is 

a perfect middle ground between over-ambitious liberal peacebuilding and the un-

der-ambitious objective of stability. It thus resonates with the principled pragmatism 

that the Global Strategy embraces. As critics of the concept point out, ‘resilience’ 

tends to shift responsibility to local communities and individuals. This also implies a 

risk that it may be used as an excuse to decrease efforts and lower budgets. At the 

same time, however, ‘resilience’ (re)directs attention to local resources and practices 

and away from ready- made blueprints. This may appeal to practitioners who see 

resilience as a convening concept that provides a common ground for engagement.

1 Between April and July 2016, we had a total of 22 background talks with civil servants 

from the European External Action Service, the European Commission, the European Parliament, 

diplomats from the German Foreign Office, representatives from various international governmen-

tal, inter-governmental, and non- governmental organizations with programmes focused on resil-

ience. Most of our interviewees preferred to remain anonymous.
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‘Resilience’ – the EU Global Strategy’s new leitmotif

One of the reasons why resilience is such an ubiquitous presence in the EU Glob-

al Strategy is that it refers to a broad range of referent objects: the EU aims at 

strengthening ‘the resilience of critical infrastructure, networks and services’, at fos-

tering ‘the resilience of its democracies’, and at investing ‘in the resilience of states 

and societies to the east stretching into Central Asia, and to the south down to 

Central Africa’.

The first aim is presented not as a political but as a technical matter and handled 

in a single paragraph. In contrast, the resilience of the EU’s democracies and of 

the states and societies abroad is addressed in more detail, suggesting that this 

is where the strategic challenges lie. Echoing the notion of the EU as a normative 

power (Manners, 2002), resilience at home and abroad are presented as being 

closely connected. Consistently living up to the values of human rights, the rule 

of law, justice, equality, and respect for diversity at home is being considered as a 

source of credibility and influence abroad.

The closest the strategy comes to a working definition of the term is in the sections 

on resilience abroad: resilience is understood as “the ability of states and societies to 

reform, thus withstanding and recovering from internal and external crisis” (High Rep-

resentative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, 2016, p. 23; hereafter: 

High Representative).2 The further elaboration of the concept reveals that key ideas 

of the European Security Strategy are still very much alive: the European Security 

Strategy held that “the best protection of our security is a world of well-governed 

democratic states” (European Council, 2003, p. 10) In a similar vein, the EU Global 

Strategy states that “at the heart of a resilient state” (High Representative, 2016, p. 

24) lies a resilient society, which is further described as “featuring democracy, trust in 

institutions, and sustainable development” (High Representative, 2016, p. 24). The 

European Security Strategy considered state failure to be a key threat; in a similar 

vein, the global strategy juxtaposes resilience to ‘fragility’ that “threatens all our vital 

interests” (High Representative, 2016, p. 23). Fragility is again linked to democracy 

and human rights as “repressive states are inherently fragile” (High Representative, 

2016, p. 25). In addition to a general promotion of human rights, the EU emphasizes 

‘inclusiveness’ to overcome the marginalization of communities.

2 The Global Strategy is referenced differently in the different chapters: in some chapters 

the reference High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy is used; in 

other chapters the reference European External Action Service is used. Both can be found in the 

reference list.
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Although the EU Global Strategy echoes several key themes of the European 

Security Strategy, at least two differences are worth noting. The first concerns the 

role of development and prosperity. The European Security Strategy stated that 

‘security is a precondition of development’. In contrast, the EU Global Strategy 

reverses the causal relationship and conceives of development as a root cause of 

resilience: “states are resilient when societies feel they are becoming better off 

and have hope in the future” (High Representative, 2016, p. 26). The EU Global 

Strategy’s understanding of resilience echoes the Sustainable Development Goals 

(High Representative, 2016, p. 24). Nevertheless, the EU Global Strategy also asks 

development policy to be better “aligned with our strategic priorities” (High Repre-

sentative, 2016, p. 11). Thus, development is at the same time upgraded to a more 

crucial instrument but it also retains its instrumental value in achieving resilience.

The second difference concerns the idea that “there are many ways to build 

inclusive, prosperous and secure societies” (High Representative, 2016, p. 25). Al-

though the European Security Strategy did not propose that one size would fit all, it 

certainly did not emphasize a plurality of paths that countries may take to become 

more resilient. In contrast, according to the EU Global Strategy, the EU will pursue 

a “multifaceted approach to resilience in its surrounding regions” (High Represent-

ative, 2016, p. 25). Compared to the European Security Strategy, such an emphasis 

on “tailor-made policies” (High Representative, 2016, p. 25) is new. However, a 

similar development had already taken place in the European Neighbourhood Pol-

icy where a one-size-fits-all approach has given way to a new emphasis on “differ-

entiation between partner countries” (European Commission/High Representative, 

2015). In the EU Global Strategy, the new emphasis on multiple, country-specific 

paths and policies resonates with the ‘principled pragmatism’ that should “guide 

our external action in the years ahead” (European Council, 2003, p. 8)

‘Resilience’ – the rapid rise of a concept

As the discussion above demonstrates, the new leitmotif ‘resilience’ is not in con-

tradiction of previous key concepts such as democracy, good governance, and the 

rule of law. This raises the question as to why the need was felt to introduce a new 

concept and why it has not stirred much controversy in the process of drafting the 

strategy (Tocci, 2016).

To be sure, the EU Global Strategy is not the first EU document to mention re-

silience. Key EU documents that have already incorporated resilience include the 
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2012 EU Approach to Resilience, which builds on the EU’s experience in the Horn 

of Africa and the Sahel (European Commission, 2012); the 2013 EU Action Plan 

for Resilience in Crisis Prone Countries, which subsequently establishes an annual 

EU resilience forum (European Commission, 2013); and the EU’s 2014 Resilience 

Marker, which assesses the extent to which programmes funded by the European 

Commission’s Directorate-General for European Civil Protection and Humanitarian 

Aid Operations (ECHO) integrate resilience considerations into their projects (Euro-

pean Commission, 2014a).

Our interviews suggest several considerations. First, ‘resilience’ seemed a perfect 

middle ground between over-ambitious liberal peace-building and the under-ambi-

tious objective of stability. Whereas the 2003 strategy referred to an unprecedented 

period of peace and stability, the crises in Ukraine, Syria, Iraq, Libya, and Mali and 

various terrorist attacks in European cities would have made a mere repetition of this 

statement look naive. What is more, the decade since 2003 has been characterized 

by a growing ‘intervention fatigue’ that results from the failure of peace-, state-, and 

nation-building especially in Iraq and Afghanistan. Toning down the optimism of the 

2003 strategy that suggested the possibility of exporting the Weberian state model 

thus was essential.3

At the same time, Europe’s strategic community hesitated to adopt ‘stability’ as a 

new key goal to replace liberal peace-building. As one interviewee put it, ‘stability 

would also apply to a dictatorship such as Belarus, and this is not what we want’. ‘Sta-

bility’ signalled a post-normative foreign and security policy and thus a break with the 

idea of a Normative Power Europe that focuses on spreading democracy, the rule of 

law and human rights. ‘Resilience’ thus seems a perfect middle ground. In addition, 

one could add, resilience was already established in areas such as development aid 

and disaster management.

Second, and related to the first point, ‘resilience’ (re)directs attention to local 

resources and practices and away from ready-made blueprints that are parachuted 

into conflict zones. As one of our interviewees put it, it changes the mind-set away 

from catastrophic scenarios to local resources that exist and work. Resilience thus 

encourages an in-depth engagement with endogenous structures and capacities. 

This comes with an expectation of enhanced effectiveness (because local resourc-

es and practices are crucial to success) and legitimacy (because they contribute to 

3 At the heart of Max Weber’s theory of the state is a rational bureaucracy that stands 

above society and operates independently of it. Liberal peace-building has been criticized for 

underestimating the difficulties of building such a bureaucracy in a non-Western context (Chandler, 

2013a).
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ownership and are respectful of local practices).

Third and finally, the ambiguity, if not vagueness of the term ‘resilience’ helped to 

gain acceptability. Different stakeholders with different interests and backgrounds 

came to accept the concept on the basis of different understandings of the term. 

This echoes what Jegen and Mérand (2014) have called ‘constructive ambiguity’, 

that is, a communicative strategy to advance a political project when clarity risks 

opposition. ‘Resilience’ can be understood as a call for more defence spending, 

or as an upgrade of development policy within a comprehensive, ‘joined up’ ap-

proach, or as a move away from liberal peace-building. In any case, ‘resilience’ 

comes across as ‘positive’, focusing on solutions rather than problems, and as for-

ward-looking, rather than backward-looking and negative like ‘fragility’.

Resilience – promises and problems

The rise and spread of ‘resilience’ in international discourses about crisis manage-

ment and humanitarian disasters indicates a profound change in the way in which we 

understand the world. Violent acts of terrorism, protracted crises and widespread 

political instability, floods, earthquakes and droughts set off by El Niño, and global 

financial instability have engendered the idea that we, as the Global Strategy puts 

it, “live in times of existential crisis” (High Representative, 2016, p. 7). Risks and 

crises are understood to be endemic to such an extent that continuous disruption 

of the system, that is, disequilibrium, becomes the new normal. Moreover, they are 

perceived as inherently complex. Contemporary risks and crises are understood as 

‘wicked problems’ (Rittel & Webber, 1973) characterized by complex interdepend-

encies, transcendence of geographical as well as disciplinary boundaries, and the 

complete absence of straightforward solutions.

In a profoundly complex world where predicting, identifying, and responding to 

risks and crises becomes problematic, resilience provides “a new basis for engag-

ing uncertainty” (Cavelty et al., 2015, p. 5). Resilience as a focal point within the EU 

Global Strategy comes at a time when it is increasingly adopted by various actors 

in a wide range of international policies concerning security, humanitarian aid, and 

development.

It is not just the EU that works with resilience. The concept has a distinct presence 

throughout policies and reports from a wide range of actors within the international 

community, including donor organizations like the British Department for Interna-

tional Development (DFID) or the United States Agency for International Develop-
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ment (USAID), UN agencies, international organizations (e.g. the Organization for 

Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), and a multitude of non- gov-

ernmental organizations (NGOs) (e.g. International Alert, Christian Aid). Strikingly, 

many resilience initiatives are inter-agency or consortium efforts. A notable example 

concerns the Regional Refugee & Resilience Plan in Response to the Syria Crisis 

(‘3RP’) (2015) which brings together no less than 200 partners including national 

governments, UN agencies, inter-governmental organizations (IGOs), and NGOs in 

an appeal of more than 5.7 billion US dollars.

Despite its omnipresence (see for example Janssen, 2007, p. 9), ‘resilience’ is 

rarely unpacked (Bourbeau, 2013; Brasset et al., 2013; Coaffee & Fussey, 2015). 

In fact, there is a “worrying consensus across government, business, and some 

quarters of academia that resilience is an unquestionably ‘good’ value to be striv-

en for, invested in, and cultivated throughout society at whatever cost” (Brasset 

& Vaughan-Williams, 2015, p. 46). Indeed, resilience’s adoption in such a broad 

array of fields has triggered intense debates as to what the concept means and 

especially what it does. Surrounded by such ambiguity, particularly in global politics, 

our understanding of resilience should remain normatively open in order to avoid 

any premature analytical closure (Bourbeau, 2015). In this section, we review this 

debate in order to better understand the prospects and problems of re-calibrating 

European foreign and security policy around this new concept.

Key criticisms

Key criticisms on resilience found within relevant literature orbit around a number of 

themes. First, resilience intends to change our understanding of contemporary risks 

and crises from externally generated events that we can learn to control to inevita-

ble events generated by the structures of society itself. Second, resilience purports 

to create particular subjectivities characterized by depoliticization and responsibili-

zation for non-resilient outcomes. Third, some critiques revolve around resilience’s 

resemblance to neoliberalismas a governance rationality, whereby responsibility 

for security is transferred from the government to (civil) society. Finally, the added 

value of the resilience concept can be questioned, given the possibility that resil-

ience is just another buzzword.

First, and related to the changes in our understanding of the world as described at 

the start of this section, resilience becomes the blue-chip response to a world that 

is too complex and riddled with risks and crises that we cannot prevent from hap-

pening. Understood as systems’ coping, adaptive, and transformative capacities in 
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the face of inevitable risks and crises (Keck & Sakdapolrak, 2013), resilience risks 

overlooking the systemic factors underlying societal vulnerabilities that drive risks 

and crises. Why, for example, is inequality absent from the resilience agenda (Bulley 

2013)? Schmidt (2015) offers that the “link between the alleged fundamental lack 

of understanding to solve contemporary problems and the importance of adaptive 

governance [erases the] obligation or requirement to attempt to … diagnose and 

tackle today’s complex problems” (p. 406).

At the same time, it is likely that precisely because resilience naturalizes a state of 

crises (Duffield, 2011), our attention is directed towards the immediate event (i.e. ter-

rorist attack, earthquake) rather than every day’s structural violence, or the ‘liquid evil’ 

so pervasive as to almost become invisible (Bauman & Donskis, 2016, p. 79). Going 

one step further, resilience not only renders it unnecessary to try and ‘solve’ risks and 

crises (as that is impossible), but it actively promotes an understanding of risks and cri-

ses as opportunities under a neo-Darwinian presumption that “‘Keeping out of harm’s 

way’ (something Don Quixote preached but never practised, hence his longevity) may 

be harmful” (Wildavsky, 1988, p. 763). Only through exposure to uncertainty, one can 

develop the “desirable attributes of foresight, enterprise, and self-reliance” and as a 

result, “the ability to change and adapt becomes a virtue in itself” (Duffield, 2010, p. 

757). In the EU’s Action Plan for Resilience in Crisis Prone Countries it is described as 

“an opportunity for transformation, in terms of adaptation to changing environments, 

empowerment, improved livelihoods and economic opportunities” (European Com-

mission, 2013, p. 3). From a practitioner’s perspective however, the idea that disasters 

represent an opportunity to ‘build back better’ may be difficult to convey to those who 

have lost everything due to a crisis, and legitimately so:

… it’s very hard to say let’s try to find opportunity in the middle of 

misery, or … let’s try to find opportunity out of … crisis. … it’s a very 

dangerous trap to say [a] destroyed Syrian town could be an opportu-

nity to build back a much better town than the one that was destroyed 

… anybody will tell me no, give me back my old town and you go and 

have your town bombed and try to find opportunity in that, thank you 

very much. (Expert interview 4)

Second, the way in which resilience attempts to transform our perception of risks 

and crises has, of course, implications for our understanding of human agency. 

A number of key critiques on resilience focus on the subjectivities this new gov-

ernance rationality purports to create. Above all, resilience conceives of subjects 
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as active agents, not as passive, or lacking agency (Chandler, 2012). Though what 

is the meaning of agency in a world over which one has no control? The resilient 

subject, Chandler and Reid (2016) argue, is one that “must permanently struggle to 

accommodate itself to the world: not a subject that can conceive of changing the 

world” (p. 53). Exactly because resilience assumes that we are no longer in control, 

it has a profoundly depoliticizing effect (Cavelty et al., 2015). Understanding risks 

and crises as opportunities to develop ourselves, and by implication, a necessity to 

wilfully expose oneself to dangers upon which no control can be exerted, consti-

tutes a debasement of the political subject—reducing politics to a “purely technical 

practice” (Evans & Reid, 2014, p. 91).

As it is repeatedly asserted that we must give up our illusion of controlling the ex-

ternal environment, we are tasked with achieving resilience: a learnable skill rather 

than a natural characteristic. Human attributes are reconfigured into coping strat-

egies and skills that can be learned by anyone: making resilience “a technology of 

the self that can be both learnt and taught” (Duffield, 2012, p. 487). This way of 

thinking is illustrated by the vast number of ‘resilience-building initiatives’ that cur-

rently exist, such as the EU’s Supporting Horn of African Resilience (SHARE) and the 

l’Alliance Globale pour l’Initiative Résilience Sahel (AGIR). Problematic in this con-

ceptualization is that if resilience can be learned, it can also be failed to learn, de 

facto responsibilizing subjects for their own vulnerabilities— regardless of wheth-

er these are the product of socio-economic and political inequalities. In the case 

of resilience training for the military (O’Malley, 2010), Howell (2012) asserts that 

soldiers are responsibilized for their own mental well-being, thereby dismantling 

the moral basis upon which veterans can claim healthcare entitlements. Chandler 

(2013a) warns that resilience should not play the role of “apologia for the limits of 

international intervention, ideologically reifying the limits to transformation as inter-

nal products of the societies being intervened upon” (p. 284).

In fact, integral to contemporary understandings of the nature of risks and crises, 

is the notion that emergencies do not ‘just happen’ to us, but rather, we create 

them, consciously or unconsciously (Duffield, 2012). Resilience is no longer about 

an autonomous subject’s internal resources and capacities to deal with externally 

generated stressors – but about “an interactive process of relational adaptation” 

(Chandler, 2014, p. 7). This clashes with resilience as a process of assigning re-

sponsibilities to citizens and communities rather than the institutions of the state 

(Edwards, 2009; Reid, 2012; Welsh, 2014): on the one hand, society is supposed 

to be the ‘active and responsible contributor to security’ while at the same time, 

society is problematized and understood as the architect of its own risks and crises 
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(Cavalty et al., 2015). As a consequence, the foundations on which the division be-

tween internal and external security rest, become shaky (Coaffee & Fussey 2015), 

best illustrated by an excerpt from Frederica Mogherini’s foreword to the Global 

Strategy: “my neighbour’s and my partner’s weaknesses are my own weaknesses” 

(High Representative 2016, p. 4). Moreover, in creating micro-vigilantes of all of 

us, Evans and Reid (2014) argue, we are tasked to “police our locales in a manner 

which complements the outsourcing logic of neoliberal governance” (p. 91).

Third, critics have turned to the implications of resilience as a new governance ration-

ality, and have in particularly expressed their concern with the resemblance between 

resilience thinking and neoliberalism. Considering the state cannot control nor direct 

the external world (Chandler, 2014, p. 7), resilience propagandizes the impossibility of 

security, hence why resilience would be an expression of liberalism’s growing influence 

(Chandler & Reid, 2016, p. 53). A critical argument for this is that resilience govern-

ance decentralizes power and responsibility to the locale, “inverting traditional security 

logics based on state level control” (Coaffee & Fussey, 2015, p. 87). Responsibility for 

security is redistributed from government to municipalities, from the national to the 

local, and from security authorities to citizens, stimulating self-organization and proto-

cological control that in nature, are strongly liberal (Kaufmann, 2013).

As a governing rationality then, resilience seeks to

“displace both top-down direction and attempts to instrumentalise 

market rationalities by self- reflexive constructions of bottom-up solu-

tions … necessary for governance in a society which is changing fast 

and where neither the market nor the state seems capable of directing 

or addressing the changes required” (Chandler, 2014, p. 7).

It is not unfathomable that in a time where governments are faced with an inabil-

ity to provide security alongside a depletion of funds, that delegating responsibility 

to citizens is killing two birds with one stone. The EU Approach to Resilience argues 

that resilience is a cost-effective strategy, not only better for the people involved, 

but also cheaper (European Commission, 2012, p. 3). Howell (2015a) nevertheless 

reminds us that interpreting resilience as serving austerity fails to take resilience 

serious enough, and the responsibilization argument not only betrays a nostalgia 

for the welfare state, but also treats governance as a very top-down process. Fur-

thermore, Schmidt (2015, p. 419) argues that resilience should be understood as a 

response to neoliberalism’s inherent frustrations, rather than a continuation of it.

Fourth and finally, although ‘resilience’ is a well-known term in engineering, so-
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cio-ecological systems science, and psychology (see Walker & Cooper, 2011), it is a 

relative newcomer in political science, international relations, and security studies 

(Bourbeau, 2013; Bourbeau, 2015; Brasset & Vaughan- Williams, 2015). Consider-

ing these and related fields are sensitive to buzzwords (think for example of ‘human 

security’), naturally the question arises whether resilience is not just another popular 

but short- lived word, bound to disappear as quickly as it advanced. That depends, 

of course, on its potential meaning and subsequent tangible effects. ‘Resilience’ is 

abstract and malleable (Walker & Cooper, 2011), and although that may have con-

tributed to its acceptability to policymakers, it also provokes the question whether 

it is not just an empty catch-phrase or container concept. Indeed, in abstraction, 

resilience might mean as little as an ontological fact (Schmidt, 2015; p. 419), or “a 

capacity of life itself” (Evans & Reid, 2014, p. 33), until we start asking ‘resilience to 

what?’, ‘resilience of whom?’, and ‘resilience by what means?

Resilience of what? To what? When, and where? Are we talking about 

resilience [at] the macro- level? Are we talking about resilience of state 

structures or the economy as a whole? Or, the resilience of the village, 

or resilience of the community, or resilience of your household … And 

resilience to what exactly? Because … our resilience to climate change 

takes a totally different kind of operation than the resilience to a bank-

ing crisis for example … and the word resilience applies perfectly to 

both. (Expert interview 4)

Answering questions such as these would generate a variety of resiliences, rather 

than one unitary, uniform understanding (Walklate et al., 2014), and perhaps not 

only multiple, but also competing logics of resilience (Coaffee & Fussey, 2015). The 

EU report Resilience in Practice shows how differently various organizations can 

define and apply a concept such as resilience, varying according to their own man-

dates and understanding (European Commission, 2015b). That does not need to 

be problematic per se, but it does demonstrate that as a concept, resilience is fluid 

enough to be applied in various contexts, adapted to different institutional visions, 

and translated into diverse strategies.

Key prospects

While the ambiguity surrounding resilience is criticized, at the same time it is rec-

ognized that as a concept, resilience is abstract and malleable enough to incorpo-
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rate different worlds (Walker & Cooper, 2011), enabling new practices and forms of 

cooperation. According to Duffield (2012), resilience is a lingua franca – a common 

language – of preparedness, adaptation, and survivability, and is thus radically mul-

ti-disciplinary. Pospisil and Kühn (2016), for example, illustrate how resilience has 

provided a common ground for donors to engage with BRICS countries and other 

non-traditional donors (e.g. Turkey, Indonesia, the Gulf States). In similar fashion, ‘re-

silience’ seems to bring actors together, which historically have been institutionally 

and philosophically segregated, such as military/security and development actors 

(development–security nexus); as well as actors from humanitarian aid and devel-

opment assistance (humanitarian–development nexus). In the Action Plan for Resil-

ience in Crisis Prone Countries, the EU asserts that achieving resilience “requires all 

EU actors (humanitarian, development, political) to work differently and more ef-

fectively together” (European Commission, 2013, p. 4). The EU’s SHARE and AGIR 

initiatives are generally regarded as testing grounds for humanitarian–development 

cooperation (Joseph, 2014).

As one interviewee put it: resilience is not a call for an integration or merging of 

humanitarian action and development assistance per se, but is rather about driving 

humanitarian and development actors to work in the same place, at the same time, 

and on the basis of their respective comparative advantage. Indeed, resilience is 

a convening concept with a broker capacity “to bring people (practitioners, poli-

cy makers), organizations with different initial agendas, and communities of practice 

from different sectors, together around the same table with the unique objective of 

‘strengthening resilience’” (Béné et al., 2012, p. 45). Likewise, the Global Strategy 

speaks of engagement with non-state actors like civil society and the private sector. 

For some organizations, resilience has opened up new ways of working:

Resilience helped open the shutters, and to say yes, besides our own 

activities there are a lot of other important issues to address if you want 

to work holistically. To do so, we have to work together with other 

organizations. Especially with regards to partnering up with other or-

ganizations, resilience really helped. And for an organisation like ours, 

which was used to working primarily within its own structures—that is a 

substantial change. (Expert interview 6 [translated from Dutch])

As such, resilience represents a new way of thinking that creates opportunities 

to think more creatively about hybrid solutions, to build on what is already there, to 

nudge a system from one state to another and, perhaps most importantly, to pre-



103

R
E

S
IL

IE
N

C
E

 A
S

 T
H

E
 E

U
 G

L
O

B
A

L
 S

T
R

A
T

E
G

Y
’S

 N
E

W
 L

E
IT

M
O

T
IF

serve a system that functions before a new way of doing things is realistically able to 

manifest itself (de Weijer, 2013, p. 14).

This is absolutely crucial if the EU wants to successfully navigate our “more con-

nected, contested and complex world” (European External Action Service Strate-

gic Planning, 2016). Still, other ‘lingua francas’ (such as ‘sustainable development’) 

have preceded resilience, and it remains to be seen whether resilience will truly bring 

about tangible changes in the way that wicked problems are addressed by the 

international community.

Finally, it must be noted that resilience is highly context and issue specific (Prior & 

Hagmann, 2014), as the term itself prompts the questions ‘resilience to what?’ and 

‘resilience of whom?’ Context- specificity is particularly crucial for conflict-affected 

states, which are more diverse and complex than any other group of countries 

(Levine & Mosel, 2014). Although the international community has long struggled 

with making their practices more inclusive, resilience has the potential to revive the 

push for a recognition of local communities and civil society organizations’ in-depth 

knowledge of ‘the field’. This is crucial to help tailor policies and practices to the 

situation on the ground, both within and outside Europe.

To some extent this is already happening by placing national plans and national 

decision-making central to emergency response (see for example the Jordan Re-

sponse Plan for the Syria Crisis, which is led by Jordan’s Ministry of Planning and 

International Cooperation; Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, Ministry of Planning 

and International Cooperation, 2015). Local ownership is crucial to the success of 

any resilience-building activity, because as Chandler asserts: “Changing or adapt-

ing behaviour and understandings need to come from within; resilience cannot 

be ‘given’ or ‘produced’ by outside actors, only facilitated or inculcated through 

understanding the mechanisms through which problematic social practices are re-

produced” (Chandler, 2013a, p. 277).

Conclusion

Because strategies are “important sources of narrating the EU’s identity” (Mälksöö, 

2016), the ubiquity of resilience in the EU Global Strategy prompts the question 

what the EU intents to convey and what unintended message it may send in addi-

tion. As with ‘human security’, ‘humanitarian intervention’, ‘peace-building’, or ‘sus-

tainable development’, we can expect ‘resilience’ to be debated intensely over the 

coming years, not the least because the EU Global Strategy is meant as a starting 
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point, not an end point of a comprehensive re-calibration of EU policies.

The most important message that resilience as the Global Strategy’s leitmotif 

sends, concerns the management of expectations, both in crisis zones and at home: 

in contrast to the liberal optimism that the European Security Strategy radiated, the 

Global Strategy reads far more cautious. Rather than expecting new and unprece-

dented levels of wealth and peace, the Global Strategy accepts that crises will con-

tinue to occur. Most importantly, the EU cannot and should not promise that it can 

effectively protect communities from the recurrence of crises nor fully compensate for 

the devastation they bring about. In a more pragmatic (some would say: realistic) spir-

it, the Global Strategy prioritizes the building of capacities of adaptation to minimize 

the harm done by future crises. This clearly reflects the intervention fatigue in Euro-

pean societies as well as the recent amassment of crises in Europe’s neighbourhood.

A second, related message that the Global Strategy conveys concerns the dis-

tribution of responsibilities. Here, the concept of resilience indicates a clear shift 

of responsibilities from the EU to local communities. The Global Strategy signals a 

more humble attitude towards the wisdom enshrined in local practices and culture. 

Rather than relying on blueprints that were designed in Brussels, the EU pledges to 

design policies in closer collaboration with local communities.

The biggest risk that resilience as a new leitmotif brings about is its use as an 

excuse to decrease efforts and lower related budgets. The concurrence of the rapid 

rise of resilience and Europe’s financial and budgetary crises may just be a coinci-

dence. Nevertheless, from a finance ministry’s point of view, there may be no better 

concept for the EU’s external relations than resilience because budget cuts can 

easily be justified by more humble aims and by the prime responsibility of the ad-

dressee.

To be sure, the Global Strategy itself does not suggest a European retrenchment 

and a dodging of the EU’s responsibilities. As argued above, the Global Strategy 

retains a remarkable number of liberal elements from the European Security Strate-

gy. In spelling out resilience, the Global Strategy refers to human rights, democracy, 

inclusiveness, and development as building blocs.

The most encouraging aspect of resilience as the Global Strategy’s new leitmotif 

may be that most practitioners can work with it. Most importantly, practitioners 

from various corners of crisis management indicate that resilience facilitates co-

operation among themselves and with local communities. Resilience is seen as a 

convening concept that opens up international organizations to new ways of think-

ing and working and providing a common ground for engagement.
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RESILIENCE IN THE EUROPEAN UNION EXTERNAL 
ACTION

CHAPTER THREE
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ABSTRACT

A The concept of resilience helps to capture important changes in the EU’s policy towards its 

Southern neighborhood. First, the EU no longer suggests that protracted crises will be over-

come tout court. Instead, the EU can only help to cope with them. Second, the new leitmotif 

of resilience signals a shift in responsibilities. Rather than promoting a one-size-fits-all blue-

print, resilience suggests an appreciation for local actors and practices. The overall message 

to the EU’s Southern neighborhood is ambivalent because only a thin line separates a genuine 

appreciation for local capacities from an attempt to relieve the EU of expensive commitments.

Published as:

Anholt, R. & Wagner, W. (2019). Resilience in the European Union external action. In: E. 

Cusumano & S. Hofmaier (Eds.), Projecting resilience across the Mediterranean (pp. 17-36). 
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Resilience in the European Union External Action

On a rhetorical level, the European Union’s policy towards its Southern neighbour-

hood has undergone a change in paradigm (see chapter by Badarin and Schumacher 

in this volume). From the ‘Barcelona Process’ of the 1990s to the European Security 

Strategy of 2003 (European Council, 2003; hereafter: ESS), EU policy documents 

often read like contemporary applications of Immanuel Kant’s treatise ‘Perpetual 

Peace’. Just as the enlightenment philosopher, the EU championed democracy, 

multilateral institutions, and trade as the pillars of a blueprint that had proven its 

usefulness for the EU itself and was next to be exported to its Southern periphery. 

The EU portrayed itself as a ‘normative power’ (Manners, 2002) whose influence 

was based on being an exemplary source of peace, wealth, and democracy. An 

emulation of the EU by its Southern neighbours was assumed to be a common 

interest, whose realization appeared as challenging but feasible as the accession of 

the former Warsaw Pact countries in the East.

In the wake of the ‘Arab Winter’, the optimism and self-assuredness of the ‘Barce-

lona Process’ and the 2003 European Security Strategy seemed out of sync with the 

political and social realities in the MENA region. Soon after Federica Mogherini was 

appointed as the High Representative of the European Union for Foreign Affairs and 

Security Policy in 2014, she began a comprehensive review of the EU’s external poli-

cies (Tocci, 2016). The resulting Global Strategy (High Representative of the Union 

for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, 2016; hereafter GS) was presented in June 

2016 and introduced resilience as a new leitmotif (Wagner and Anholt, 2016), men-

tioned far more frequently than the notions of ‘human rights’, ‘democracy/democra-

tization’, and ‘human security’ which had dominated previous strategic documents.

In this chapter, we discuss the implications of the advent of resilience as a new 

guiding principle for the EU’s approach to its Southern neighbourhood. We first ex-

amine how the EU conceptualizes ‘resilience’ (section “The EU’s Understanding of 

Resilience”). We argue that new rhetoric notwithstanding, key elements of the EU’s 

previous approach, such as democracy and human rights promotion, have survived 

the paradigm shift and continue to guide EU policy. At the same time, the introduc-

tion of resilience indicates a turn towards local ownership and bottom-up peace-

building. We then examine the broader debate about resilience, and review its main 

merits and shortcomings identified in this literature (section “Resilience—Problems 

and Promises”). We identify three main themes from criticism, namely the perceived 

inevitability of protracted crises, the resemblance of resilience-based governance 
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practices with neoliberal styles of governance reasoning, and the construction of a 

‘resilient subject’ onto whom responsibility is shifted (section “Key Criticisms”). At 

the same time, increased attention to local actors and existing capacities has been 

highlighted as a key prospect of resilience-based approaches. In addition, resil-

ience provides practitioners, including diplomats, UN and NGO staff, with a com-

mon language to engage with each other (section “Key Prospects”). In summary, 

resilience appears to aptly capture the two major changes in EU policy towards the 

Southern neighbourhood: the acceptance of protracted crises as the new normal, 

and a key role for local actors and practices (section “Conclusion”).

The EU’s Understanding of Resilience

The 2012 Commission Communication on the EU approach to resilience offered a 

general definition of resilience as “the ability of an individual, a household, a com-

munity, a country or a region to withstand, adapt and quickly recover from stresses 

and shocks” (European Commission, 2012, p. 5). This understanding echoes wide-

spread usage of the concept in ecology, engineering, and psychology and is in line 

with definitions by EU member state governments, international organizations, and 

non- governmental organizations. Resilience contrasts with previous paradigms in 

security and peacebuilding by acknowledging the inevitability of shocks and stress-

es. As a practical consequence, efforts are no longer focused exclusively on the pre-

vention of shocks, but on the capacity of a community to sustain its core functions 

in the event of a shock, and to recover from shocks in a timely manner.

The Commission’s definition is by and large silent on the strategies, means, and 

instruments for achieving resilience. To some extent, this silence is deliberate and 

signals an openness towards local practices and priorities. Proponents of the resil-

ience paradigm are generally cautious with one-size-fits- all blueprints and instead 

emphasize the importance of the context as well as of local knowledge and own-

ership. Notwithstanding its recent appreciation of the local, the EU has of course 

been developing its own approach to promote resilience. The Global Strategy of 

June 2016 was one of the first key documents in this regard, and the Joint Com-

munication of the Commission and the High Representative ‘A Strategic Approach 

to Resilience in the EU’s external action’ (European Commission and High Repre-

sentative, 2017; hereafter: Strategic Approach) published a year later, translates the 

Global Strategy’s new leitmotif into tangible priorities and actions. As we will argue 

in the remainder of this section, both documents conceptualize resilience as a con-
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tinuation of previous policies aimed at promoting democracy and human rights. 

However, the Global Strategy in particular also introduces ‘principled pragmatism’ 

as a guidepost, i.e. the combination of a commitment to universal values and a 

pragmatic approach towards implementing them (Juncos, 2017).

The Global Strategy reveals that key ideas of the 2003 European Security Strate-

gy (henceforth: ESS) are still very much alive: The ESS held that “the best protection 

of our security is a world of well- governed democratic states”. In a similar vein, 

the 2016 strategy states that “at the heart of a resilient state” (GS, 2016, p. 24) 

lies a resilient society, which is further described as “featuring democracy, trust in 

institutions, and sustainable development” (GS, 2016, p. 24). The 2017 Joint Com-

munication reaffirmed that EU action “will be grounded in the EU’s commitment to 

democracy and human and fundamental rights” and further elaborates that

shortcomings in governance, democracy, human rights and the rule 

of law, gender equality, corruption or the shrinking space for public 

participation and civil society, pose a fundamental challenge to the ef-

fectiveness of any society’s development efforts. (Strategic Approach, 

2017, p. 4)

Continuities vis-à-vis the role of states are also discernible across policy docu-

ments. While the state is by no means the exclusive addressee of EU actions, the 

2003 strategy considered ‘state failure’ to be a key threat. In a similar vein, the 

Global Strategy juxtaposes resilience to ‘fragility’, which “threatens all our vital in-

terests” (GS, 2016, p. 23). Fragility is again linked to democracy and human rights, 

as “repressive states are inherently fragile” (GS, 2016, p. 25). The 2017 Communi-

cation also mentions strengthening of states’ capacity as a key strategy but hastens 

to qualify this strategy, so that capacity building should be pursued “in a manner 

that ensures respect for democracy, rule of law, human and fundamental rights and 

fosters inclusive long-term security and progress” (Strategic Approach, 2017, p. 3).

Regarding the EU’s policy towards its Southern neighbourhood, the relationship 

between resilience and migration is particularly interesting. Whereas the Global Strat-

egy made rather vague references to “shared global responsibilities” (GS, 2016, p. 

28), addressing the root causes of displacement, and the need to “stem irregular 

migration flows” (GS, 2016, p. 27), the Joint Communication mentions migration “as 

a legitimate adaptation strategy to severe external stresses” (Strategic Approach, 

2017, p. 10) at an individual level. While echoing concerns about the root causes of 

irregular migration, the Joint Communication shows more sensitivity to the needs of 
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refugees and calls for “a new people-centred development-oriented approach for 

the forcibly displaced and their host communities that supports access to education, 

housing, decent work, livelihoods and services, and aims to end dependence on 

humanitarian assistance” (Strategic Approach, 2017, p. 11) (on the inconsistencies of 

EU approaches to migration, see chapter by Del Valle in this volume).

Although the 2016 strategy echoes several key themes of the ESS, at least two 

differences are worth noting. (from 129ff) “The ESS states that ‘security is a precon-

dition of development”, whereas the 2016 strategy conceives of development as a 

requirement for resilience: “states are resilient when societies feel they are becom-

ing better off and have hope in the future” (GS, 2016, p. 26). Moreover, in the lat-

ter strategy, resilience is said to echo the United Nations Sustainable Development 

Goals (GS, 2016, p. 24). The 2016 strategy also calls for development policy to be 

“better aligned with our strategic priorities” (GS, 2016, p. 11). Thus, development 

is simultaneously upgraded to a more crucial instrument in and of itself, but also 

continues to retain its instrumental value in achieving resilience.

The second difference concerns the assertion that “there are many ways to build 

inclusive, prosperous and secure societies” (GS, 2016, p. 25). According to the GS, 

the EU will pursue a “multifaceted approach to resilience in its surrounding re-

gions” (GS, 2016, p. 25). Compared to the ESS, such an emphasis on “tailor-made 

policies” (GS, 2016, p. 25) is new. This resonates with the doctrine of ‘principled 

pragmatism’, which would be set to “guide our external action in the years ahead” 

(GS, 2016, p. 8). The 2017 Joint Communication maintains its emphasis that the

EU should … continue to support domestic efforts, tailored to the 

needs and context of each society … The involvement of local gov-

ernments, communities and civil society stakeholders will be given 

particular attention. (Strategic Approach, 2017, p. 5)

This again emphasizes not only the recognition of context-specificity, but also 

local ownership. These differences between the ESS and the GS echo other chang-

es in the EU’s strategic discourse more broadly. One is the emergence of hybrid 

threats, i.e. “those threats posed by adversaries with the ability to simultaneously 

employ conventional and non-conventional means” (Cusumano and Corbe, 2018, 

p. 2), as a new concern to the EU strategic community. Just as the concept of resil-

ience, the notion of hybrid threats resonates with a ‘comprehensive approach’ or a 

‘joint up approach’ (GS 2016, p. 26) that emphasizes collaboration across tradition-

ally separated communities.
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Resilience – Problems and Promises

Despite its ubiquity on the global policy level, the concept of resilience is rarely 

unpacked (Bourbeau, 2013). Moreover, there may be, as is suggested by some, 

a “worrying consensus across government, business, and some quarters of aca-

demia that resilience is an unquestionably ‘good’ value to be striven for, invested 

in, and cultivated throughout society at whatever cost” (Brasset and Vaughan-Wil-

liams, 2015, p. 46). In the previous sections, we introduced the EU’s understanding 

of resilience, and indicated how the new paradigm retains key elements of previous 

strategies, not least in terms of the principles of democracy and human rights-pro-

motion. Although the new leitmotif of resilience is thus compatible with previous 

priorities in EU foreign policy, the question remains of what the choice for this new 

term implies. In this section, we review the broader debate on resilience in the social 

sciences to better understand the prospects and challenges associated with the EU’s 

reorientation of its foreign and security policy around this concept.

Key Criticisms

Key criticisms of resilience revolve around a number of themes, including (i) the 

implications of assumptions about contemporary risks and crises that underlie re-

silience-based approaches to addressing (in)security; (ii) the governance practices 

that define resilience-based approaches and their resemblance to neoliberal or even 

post-liberal styles of governance; and (iii) the impact of resilience-based approach-

es on the normative construction of the ‘resilient subject’.

First, the rise and spread of the concept of resilience in international discourses 

on crisis management and complex emergencies indicates both a profound shift 

in our understanding of the world and a faltering belief in our ability to control it. 

Contemporary challenges, including terrorism, complex and chronic political cri-

ses, climate change-induced natural disasters, and global financial volatility have 

engendered the idea that our world is increasingly insecure. This understanding 

is in striking contrast with previous EU documents’ rhetoric (Tocci, 2017). Whereas 

the ESS opened with the assertion that “Europe has never been so prosperous, 

so secure, nor so free” (European Council, 2003, p. 1), the GS opens with the ac-

knowledgment that “we need a stronger Europe. This is what our citizens deserve, 

this is what the wider world expects. We live in times of existential crisis, within 

and beyond the European Union” (GS, 2016, p. 13). Moreover, crisis and instability 

are increasingly framed as normal, and peace and stability as the exception. A 2015 



115

R
E

S
IL

IE
N

C
E

 IN
 T

H
E

 E
U

R
O

P
E

A
N

 U
N

IO
N

 E
X

T
E

R
N

A
L

 A
C

T
IO

N

policy memo of the European Council on Foreign Relations called on Europeans to 

“accept that crisis and conflict in their ‘near abroad’ is [sic] the new normal – and 

that there is much less they can do about it than they once hoped” (Witney & Den-

nison, 2015, p. 1).

Underlying this sense of fundamental insecurity is not just the amount of crises 

and threats within Europe and beyond, but also the understanding that they are 

inherently complex: Today’s crises are characterized by multiple interdependen-

cies, transcending not just geographical borders, but also technical, political, and 

disciplinary boundaries, and lacking straightforward solutions – so-called ‘wicked 

problems’ (Rittel & Webbel, 1973). This is particularly true for crises of a more pro-

tracted or chronic nature, characterized “by long-term political instability, (episodes 

of) violent conflict, and vulnerability of the lives and livelihoods of the population” 

(Macrae & Harmer, 2004, p. 15). Protracted crises such as those across the Middle 

East and much of North and Central Africa, may generate unpredictable but signif-

icant spill-over effects. Syria is a case in point: violence between an intricate web of 

international and local, state and non-state armed groups caused 5.6 million people 

to seek refuge abroad (UNHCR, 2018). Many of Syria’s neighbouring countries were 

ill-prepared to accommodate such large influxes of people – in the case of Leba-

non, for example, amounting to approximately one- sixth of its total population 

– exacerbating the pre-existing vulnerabilities of host societies. It could be argued 

that exactly these pre-existing vulnerabilities by and large determine the impact of 

shocks (Raineri & Baldaro, this volume).

Current approaches to crises and crisis governance systems seem ill-equipped 

to deal with the complexity and unpredictability of contemporary risks and crises. 

Peacebuilding, emergency relief, and development assistance have not fulfilled 

their promises of a safer, better world, but instead have been criticized not only for 

being ineffective, but also for being inappropriate, illegitimate, and having harmful 

unintended consequences (Paris, 2010). Despite the significant growth of financial 

and human resources, the international humanitarian system is “falling short … in 

meeting the … needs of populations in chronic crises, which are by far the bulk of 

its caseload” (Active Learning Network for Accountability and Performance [AL-

NAP] 2015, p. 11). Perhaps unsurprisingly, the World Humanitarian Summit (WHS) 

in 2016 saw various commentators question whether the international system was 

‘broken’ (Barder & Talbot, 2016; Dickinson, 2016). Indeed, in a profoundly complex 

world where life exists naturally “on the edge of extinction” (Duffield 2011, p. 762), 

predicting, identifying, and responding to risks and crises becomes problematic 

(Aradau and van Munster, 2011). Moreover, it makes modernist approaches of accu-



116

C
H

A
P

T
E

R
 T

H
R

E
E

mulating ever more scientific knowledge to continue to improve policy outcomes 

rather redundant (Chandler, 2017).

Resilience is not so much about preventing all possible risks, but rather about ac-

cepting that crises are inevitable precisely because it is impossible to prevent them 

all (Bulley, 2013). Resilience moves beyond a utopia of security, and “preaches the 

impossibility and folly of thinking we might resist danger, and instead accept living 

a life of permanent exposure to endemic dangers” (Evans and Reid 2013, p. 95). It 

is this fatalistic worldview – wherein shocks can only be prepared for, not stopped – 

that underlies much of resilience thinking (Joseph, 2017).

Second, limited knowledge of catastrophes to come necessitates new ways of 

thinking about security (Aradau & van Munster, 2011). New modes of security and 

crisis governance must be “attuned to the unexpected and unknowable, rather 

than purporting to prevent, anticipate or protect against the unexpected and the 

uncertain” (Aradau, 2014, p. 7). Or as Schmidt (2015) puts it: “in an ontologically 

complex world, decisions must naturally acquire a different character; that is, they 

can no longer be conceived in terms of goal-oriented decisions that make a change 

in the world and are then to be accounted for and evaluated on this basis” (p. 407). 

Resilience thinking provides this new basis on which to engage with complexity and 

uncertainty (Cavelty et al., 2015, p. 5).

A key characteristic of resilience-based modes of governance is that responsibility 

for security is shifted away from the state, and onto members of society, who be-

come “active and responsible contributors to security” (Reid 2012). In more tradi-

tional conceptions of security the state has the ultimate duty to keep citizens safe, 

yet resilience decentralizes power and shifts responsibility to the local, thereby “in-

verting traditional security logics based on state level control” (Coaffee & Fussey, 

2015, p. 87), and replacing traditional top-down structures with (seemingly) bot-

tom-up ones (Howell, 2015a). In other words, inasmuch as governments are unable 

to provide security since they cannot control nor direct the external world, citizens 

are tasked with organizing themselves locally to provide for their own communities’ 

security. Consequently, security practices are integrated into the everyday (Coaffee 

& Rogers, 2008), while government instead is reduced to the mere ‘administration 

of life’ (Chandler 2013b, p. 221). In times of austerity and depletion of funds, resil-

ience may be used as a justification for further budget cuts. For example, the EU 

Approach to Resilience explicitly states that resilience is a cost-effective strategy, 

not only better for the people involved, but also cheaper (EC, 2012, p. 3), under-

scoring the neoliberal nature of resilience-based governance approaches (Joseph 

2017).



117

R
E

S
IL

IE
N

C
E

 IN
 T

H
E

 E
U

R
O

P
E

A
N

 U
N

IO
N

 E
X

T
E

R
N

A
L

 A
C

T
IO

N

Resilience also conforms to other neoliberal governance practices, such as reg-

ulation from a distance (Duffield, 2012). Here, citizens are not completely left to 

their own devices, but rather, states ‘nudge’ (Chandler, 2013b; Coaffee, 2013) citi-

zens towards self-organization and control through protocols, as a kind of regulated 

self-organization (Kaufmann, 2013). The state steps back and encourages certain 

behaviours from a distance, such as competitive conduct and entrepreneurial skill 

through public–private partnerships, networked governance, and active citizenship 

(Joseph, 2017). For example, in its Supporting Horn of African Resilience (SHARE) 

and l’Alliance Globale pour l’Initiative Résilience Sahel (AGIR) projects, the EU pro-

motes local ownership (Joseph 2014) – an ideal also widely embraced at the WHS. 

The risk here however, is that “rather than genuinely devolving powers and letting 

local actors decide for themselves, [resilience] represents a devolution of responsi-

bilities, instructing us on how we ought to behave backed up with a strict interpre-

tation of what constitutes ‘best practice’” (Joseph, 2017, p. 164). Resilience thus 

runs the risk of being no more than (external) interventions reconceptualised as 

empowerment (Chandler, 2012).

On the other hand, Schmidt (2015) argues that “resilience … originates from but 

no longer operates within the neoliberal problematic of epistemological complex-

ity” (p. 419). Whereas neoliberal governance employs self-governing techniques 

to achieve desired policy outcomes because of the known limits to our knowledge 

– ‘known unknowns’, resilience instead operates on the basis of ontological com-

plexity (Chandler, 2017) and ‘unknown unknowns’. Resilience-based approaches 

are therefore “a radically distinctive approach to governing complexity (bringing 

complexity into governmental reason), through reposing complexity as an onto-

logical rather than an epistemological problem” (Chandler 2017, p 142). Although 

neoliberalism first brought complexity into the sphere of governmental reasoning 

(Chandler, 2017), resilience should perhaps be understood as a response to neo-

liberalism’s inherent frustrations, rather than a continuation of it (Schmidt, 2015).

Third, another line of critique is concerned with how resilience creates vigilant, 

entrepreneurial, and de- politicized subjectivities responsible for non-resilient out-

comes: how it normatively constructs the ‘resilient subject’. In a dangerous world, 

where states cannot provide final security, we are asked to “accept that one is fun-

damentally vulnerable” (Evans & Reid 2013, p. 84), and subsequently to prepare for, 

adapt to, and live with a spectrum of possible – but unknowable – risks (Brasset et 

al., 2013). This fear of vulnerability within societies may however, be instrumentalized 

by governments (Duffield, 2012; Lentzos & Rose, 2009), for example to increase 

the credibility of state leaders’ claims that they are keeping citizens safe (Coaffee 
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et al., 2009), or to secure public support of increasingly pervasive security technolo-

gies. A rhetoric of imminent danger may also encourage citizens to report anything 

they find suspicious (Coaffee & Fussey, 2015), turning citizens into micro-vigilantes 

tasked with policing their locales (Evans & Reid, 2014).

Resilience is not only vigilance, but is also about using danger, or crises, as “an 

opportunity for transformation” (EC 2013, p. 3). As learning is understood to result 

from exposure (Rogers, 2013), it is through exposure that can one develop the “de-

sirable attributes of foresight, enterprise, and self- reliance” by which “the ability to 

change and adapt becomes a virtue in itself” (Duffield, 2011, p. 757). This raises the 

question of whether resilience presupposes the necessity and positivity of hu-

man exposure to danger (Evans & Reid, 2013): do we have to expose ourselves to 

danger, to embrace risk, and “thrive on chaos” (O’Malley, 2010, p. 489)? Here, resil-

ience may risk becoming a neo-Darwinist measure of the fitness to survive (Duffield, 

2012; Walker & Cooper, 2011).

Resilience itself is portrayed as a learnable skill rather than a natural capacity, a 

human attribute that can be reconfigured into coping strategies and skills that can 

be learned by anyone, making resilience “a technology of the self that can be both 

learnt and taught” (Duffield, 2012, p. 487). If resilience can be learned however, it 

can also be failed to learn. For example, in the US military, resilience training is used 

to prevent military personnel from developing (symptoms of) post-traumatic stress 

disorder (PTSD) following deployment – effectively making them responsible for 

their own mental well-being (O’Malley, 2010; Walklate et al., 2014). Doing so eras-

es the moral basis upon which veterans can claim healthcare entitlements (Howell, 

2015b), because subjects are made responsible for their own vulnerabilities (Bulley, 

2013) – regardless of whether these stem from their inherent weaknesses, or from 

socio-economic and political inequalities. With a view to conflict-affected socie-

ties, resilience seems to assign responsibility for threats and insecurities to affected 

societies themselves, and disregards the role of outside actors – including western 

governments – in their instability (Chandler, 2013a).

Despite these concerns, resilience conceives of subjects as active agents rath-

er than passive or lacking agency (Chandler, 2012). Indeed, resilience is about the 

“agential capacities to turn inner lives and inner workings into the site of effective, 

intentional and transformative agency based on the stimuli received from environ-

ments one is embedded into” (Schmidt, 2015, p. 420). However, in a world that is 

fundamentally complex and uncertain, and over which little control can be exerted, 

agency is limited to choosing whether or not to adapt to the conditions of our suf-

fering (Reid, 2012). Or as Chandler and Reid (2016) put it, “the resilient subject is a 
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subject that must permanently struggle to accommodate itself to the world: not a 

subject that can conceive of changing the world” (p. 53).

As such, resilience has a profoundly depoliticizing effect (Cavelty et al., 2015). 

By disavowing “the transformative capacity of collective political action” (Aradau, 

2014, p. 15), politics become a mere “technical practice” (Evans & Reid, 2014, p. 

91). Within the resilience paradigm, addressing (in)security is about enhancing the 

ways in which affected systems respond to risks and crises, rather than interrogating 

the structural factors that drive them.

Key Prospects

Aside from the critiques discussed in the previous section, there are also a number 

of important prospects related to the concept of resilience. This section will address 

these by first highlighting the functionality of the conceptual ambiguity that still sur-

rounds resilience, and then by examining how it has allowed for new practices and 

forms of cooperation to emerge, particularly within the field of humanitarian action 

and development assistance.

There is no uniform understanding (Walklate et al., 2014), and perhaps not only 

multiple, but also competing logics of resilience (Coaffee & Fussey, 2015). The am-

biguity of resilience is not necessarily due to conceptual obscurity, nor a product 

of diverse genealogies (Zebrowski, 2012). Rather, in abstraction, resilience might 

mean as little as an ontological fact (Schmidt, 2015, p. 419) or “a capacity of life 

itself” (Evans & Reid, 2014, p. 33). Ambiguous concepts do not necessarily make 

for useful analytical tools, but conceptual ambiguity is useful insofar it facilitates 

collective action (Paris 2001). Ultimately, the search for a conceptual agreement 

should not come at the expense of doing things differently to address vulnerabil-

ities of crisis-affected populations (Levine, 2014). Because it is a highly context and 

issue specific concept, resilience first requires specifying the answers to questions 

like ‘resilience to what?’, ‘resilience of whom?’, and ‘resilience by what means?’ As 

the concept can be interpreted differently according to the answers to these three 

questions, resilience is fluid enough to be applied to various contexts, adapted to 

different institutional visions, and translated into diverse strategies.

Indeed, resilience may fulfil the role of a ‘lingua franca’ – a common language able 

to effectively cross disciplinary boundaries (Duffield, 2012). For example, resilience 

provided a common ground for traditional donors to engage with ‘non-traditional 

donors’ (e.g. the BRICS, Turkey, Indonesia, and the Gulf States), who rejected the 

term ‘failed state’ (Pospisil & Kühn, 2016). Resilience instead helped to “emphasise 
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… commonalities, while downplaying policy differences” (Pospisil & Kühn, 2016, p. 

7–8). As a convening concept, resilience has a brokering capacity “to bring people 

(practitioners, policy makers), organizations with different initial agendas, and com-

munities of practice from different sectors, together around the same table with the 

shared objective of ‘strengthening resilience’” (Béné et al., 2012, p. 45). Besides 

providing a unifying rationale for greater international cooperation (Flynn, 2011), 

resilience also creates opportunities to think more creatively about hybrid solutions 

and to build on what already exists (de Weijer, 2013). Exactly because of this con-

ceptual ambiguity, resilience has been abstract and malleable enough to incorpo-

rate different research and policy domains (Walker & Cooper, 2011), allowing it to 

enable new practices and forms of cooperation – for example, within the field of 

humanitarian aid and development assistance. This notably includes, first, a focus 

on local ownership, foregrounding and building upon the response capacity of na-

tional and local actors within crisis-affected societies, and second, the cooperation 

between a diverse set of actors as crucial to building resilience.

First, the so-called ‘resilience paradigm’ enables renewed attention to be fo-

cussed on national and local actors as first responders and providers of aid (Hilhorst, 

2018). Strong national and local ownership is described in the New Way of Work-

ing, one of the WHS outcome documents, as a “shift to ‘reinforce and do not 

replace’ the roles of national and local actors in the prevention and delivery of 

assistance … [that] is central to the change in mindset and behaviour required to 

sustainably reduce need, risk and vulnerability” (UNOCHA, 2017: 7). In a study of 

the UN Development Programme (UNDP) Infrastructures for Peace programme, 

resilience enabled a focus on developing the capacities of poor or fragile states to 

deal with, and overcome, the circumstances that block their development – thereby 

recognizing and respecting local agency, institutions, and systems (Ryan, 2012).

Similarly, the Regional Refugee and Resilience Plan (3RP) places national plans 

and decision-making central to emergency response. In this consortium co-led by 

the UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR) and UNDP, the governments of Jordan, Lebanon, 

Turkey, Iraq, and Egypt, with the help of some 270 partners, including UN agencies 

and international and local NGOs, lead the response to both the assistance and 

protection needs of Syrian refugees, and the stabilization and resilience of host 

societies (3RP, 2018). While this represents a move away from more paternalistic 

approaches that frame aid recipients as passive victims, the “renewed appreciation 

of state control of humanitarian responses” within the resilience paradigm (Hilhorst, 

2018, p. 6) also carries with it certain dangers, such as the politicization and manip-

ulation of aid. Moreover, national control of crisis response may not necessarily mean 
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that affected communities themselves (i.e. refugees and vulnerable host commu-

nities) are in the lead of the response. Whereas former UN Secretary-General Ban 

Ki-Moon wrote in his WHS report that “any effort to reduce the vulnerability of peo-

ple and strengthen their resilience must begin at the local level, with national and 

international efforts building on local expertise, leadership and capacities” (United 

Nations General Assembly [UNGA], 2016, p. 30), it remains to be seen whether this 

holds true in the context of responses to insecurity caused by political violence and 

armed conflict.

Second, the cooperation between a diverse set of actors is understood to be cru-

cial to resilience-building. For example, in the Action Plan for Resilience in Crisis 

Prone Countries, the EU asserts that achieving resilience “requires all EU actors 

(humanitarian, development, political) to work differently and more effectively to-

gether” (EC, 2013, p. 4), echoing the GS’ emphasis on a comprehensive or joint-up 

approach. Similarly, the new European Consensus on Development asserts that “the 

EU and its Member States must be united in diversity, using a variety of experiences 

and approaches, bearing in mind their respective comparative advantages” (EC, 

2017, p. 6). Indeed, the resilience paradigm ushers in a more systematic attention 

to a plurality of actors – not only local or national, but also humanitarian, peace-

building, and development actors, as well as the private sector (Hilhorst, 2018). 

Underlying this perceived need to include a diverse set of actors in response to 

insecurity and protracted crises, is the sense that achieving different (better) out-

comes, requires doing things differently:

We operate in silos created by mandates and financial structures rath-

er than towards collective outcomes by leveraging comparative ad-

vantage. We measure success by projects achieved, people deployed, 

structures set up and funds released, rather than the results they pro-

duce. Achieving ambitious outcomes for people, particularly in fragile 

and crisis-affected environments, requires a different kind of collabo-

ration among Governments, international humanitarian and develop-

ment actors and other actors: one that is based on complementarity, 

greater levels of interoperability and achieving sustainable, collective 

outcomes rather than the coordination of individual projects and activ-

ities. (UNGA, 2016, p. 29)

Some of these actors – notably, humanitarian and development actors – are, and 

have been throughout history, significantly distinct from each other: Humanitarian 
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action, as a rapid response mechanism to crisis, and the more medium and long-

term development action, are two fields of action that differ not just in term of time 

horizons, but also in terms of instruments and measures, and principles and values 

(Stamnes, 2016). So much so that, when the former UN Secretary-General called 

for the international aid system to “transcend the humanitarian-development di-

vide by working towards collective outcomes” (p. 29) at the WHS, Médecins Sans 

Frontières, a decidedly humanitarian organization, walked out of the summit (Mé-

decins Sans Frontières [MSF], 2016). Whereas strengthening the humanitarian-de-

velopment nexus may be understood as a clearer delineation of the roles of actors 

involved in responding to crisis as well as an understanding and appreciation of 

how they may be complementary, the above shows that this will not be without 

challenges. Notably, humanitarian organizations may be concerned that such part-

nerships will put the humanitarian principles of neutrality, impartiality, and independ-

ence in jeopardy.

As a final note on the key prospects for resilience, some authors observe that re-

silience thinking is taking a turn towards more transformative notions of the concept 

(Weichselgartner and Kelman, 2014). As one of the few definitions to acknowledge 

this transformative potential, a position paper by the United Nations Development 

Group (UNDG) describes resilience as “the ability of households, communities and 

societies to cope with shocks and stresses, to recover from those stresses, and 

to work with households, communities and national and local government institu-

tions to achieve sustained, positive and transformative change [emphasis added]” 

(United Nations Development Group [UNDG], 2014, p. 13). Such understandings 

may provide an opening, both theoretically as well as practically, for resilience to start 

engaging with notions of equity, power, and justice. These are issues that the con-

cept of resilience tends to avoid when regarding risks and crises as inevitable and 

crises-affected individuals and communities as having to adapt to existing structures 

rather than challenge and change them. This is an important point in particular be-

cause the potential of resilience is to decrease disparities between those who have/

have not, and those who survive/survive not by increasing protective factors and 

decreasing risk factors (Jennison, 2008).

Conclusion

Over the last 25 years or so, the EU’s policy towards its Southern neighbourhood 

has changed considerably. The concept of resilience can capture two of the most 
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significant of such changes. First, the concept cautions expectations. Rather than 

suggesting the EU will help overcome protracted crises tout court, the new re-

silience-inspired approach suggests that crises will persist, but the EU may help 

affected states and societies to cope with them. Consequently, policies may 

increasingly focus on resilience at the expense of understanding and addressing 

the root causes of (protracted) crises. Second, the new leitmotif of resilience signals 

a shift in responsibilities. Rather than promoting a one-sizefits- all, made-in-Brussels 

blueprint, resilience suggests an appreciation for local actors and the development 

of existing capacities. This is not without challenges. For example, in 2016 the EU 

eased trade regulations with Jordan in order to encourage trade and investment, as 

well as create jobs for both Jordanians and Syrian refugees (EC, 2016). In return, the 

Jordanian government pledged to issue 200,000 work permits for Syrian refugees. 

Whereas these and other measures are presumed to help Jordan cope with host-

ing some 1.3 million Syrians – including 655,000 refugees registered with UNHCR 

(Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, Ministry of Planning and International Cooperation, 

2018), in terms of job creation, resilience may prove difficult to realize in a country 

with an unemployment rate of over 18% – even over 37% for people aged between 

20 and 24 (Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, Ministry of Labour, 2018).1 Another chal-

lenge with regard to localization concerns who or what is meant by ‘local actor’: The 

‘local’ is not one, uniform entity, but consists of diverse actors at different levels with 

divergent and possibly conflicting interests. Equating ‘local’ with national (host) 

governments, may risk sidestepping those directly affected, i.e. refugees and vul-

nerable host communities. Finally, only a thin line separates a genuine appreciation 

for local capacities from attempts to relieve the EU of expensive commitments. 

The overall message that is conveyed to the EU’s Southern neighbourhood there-

fore seems ambivalent. While the local receives more appreciation than before, the 

Southern neighbours are also expected to accept prime responsibility for ‘wicked 

problems’ that are expected to persist.

1 Correction: the report mentions an unemployment rate of 34.5% for persons aged 20-24. 

For persons aged 15- 19, the unemployment rate is 37.8%.
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ABSTRACT

Building “resilience” to insecurity and crisis is high on the European Union (EU) agenda. EU 

uptake of this buzzword is especially significant with regard to migration and forced displace-

ment. Uncertainty, however, remains about what resilience is, how it translates into practice, 

and what its implications are. In this article, we analyze EU humanitarian and development 

policies and provide empirical insight into resilience-building in Jordan and Lebanon. We 

show that EU resilience thinking highlights strengthening the humanitarian-development 

nexus, responsibilizing crisis-affected states, and framing refugees as an economic develop-

ment opportunity for refugee-hosting states. We also find that how resilience translates into 

practice depends on the local context and interests of the actors involved. For the EU, resil-

ience-building is primarily a refugee containment strategy that could jeopardize the stability 

of refugee-hosting states. We conclude that resilience-building in Jordan and Lebanon may 

ultimately threaten rather than safeguard the security of Europe.
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Under the guise of resilience: The EU approach to 
migration and forced displacement in Jordan and 
Lebanon

Almost nine years into the Syria crisis, the United Nations Refugee Agency (UNHCR) 

has registered over 5.6 million Syrian refugees (United Nations High Commissioner 

for Refugees, 2019). Although many have made the dangerous journey across the 

Mediterranean to reach Europe, most refugees remain in Syria’s neighboring coun-

tries, notably Turkey, Jordan, and Lebanon. The European Union (EU) has taken up 

migration and displacement as key security challenges in the 2016 EU Global Strat-

egy for Foreign and Security Policy. In particular, the EU has turned to building the 

“resilience” of states and societies to insecurity and crisis, with “[a] special focus in 

[the] work on resilience…on origin and transit countries of migrants and refugees” 

(European External Action Service, 2016, p. 27). Identified as an important emerg-

ing paradigm for EU foreign and security policy (Anholt & Wagner, 2019; Juncos, 

2017; Tocci, 2017; Wagner & Anholt, 2016), uncertainty remains about what resil-

ience is, how it translates into practice, and the implications of resilience-building as 

a response to insecurity and crisis.

As the “sexiest new buzzword” (Hussain, 2013, para. 1), resilience enjoys wide-

spread uptake across many and diverse domains, from technology to business 

management, to urban planning, and counseling. From 2012, the European Com-

mission has integrated resilience in its humanitarian and development policy, long 

before it was embedded in the 2016 Global Strategy. EU institutions were however 

not the first to use resilience. In 2011, the United Kingdom placed resilience “at 

the heart of [its] approach both to longer-term development and to emergency 

response” (Department for International Development, 2011, foreword).1 Subse-

quently, the United States Agency for International Development published policy 

and program guidelines for building resilience to recurrent crises. United Nations 

(UN) agencies and large international non-governmental organizations (NGOs) 

such as World Vision, CARE, and Oxfam presently all have policies, guidelines, and 

programs aimed at building resilience.

Some media, practitioners, and scholars have brushed resilience aside as an 

empty and meaningless “buzzword,” a mere marketing and communication tool 

(Bensaude Vincent, 2014). Buzzwords nonetheless espouse “a strong belief in what 

the notion is supposed to bring about” (Rist, 2010, p. 20). As such, they invoke the 

1 Correction: the right reference should be Humanitarian Emergency Response Review, 2011.
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feeling that “in the midst of all the uncertainties of the day, international institutions 

are working together for the good, and that they have now got the story right and 

are really going to make a difference” (Cornwall & Brock, 2005, p. 1043). Buz-

zwords are interesting to study exactly because the assumptions and rationales 

underlying their use often remain unquestioned (Rist, 2010).

In this article, we analyze EU resilience thinking and examine how resilience-build-

ing efforts are translated into practice in Jordan and Lebanon. First, we argue that 

EU resilience thinking is characterized by (i) a focus on the collaboration between 

humanitarian and development actors along the so-called “humanitarian-devel-

opment nexus,” (ii) the responsibility of crisis-affected states, and (iii) the framing of 

refugees as an economic development opportunity for refugee-hosting states. Sec-

ond, we suggest that the way in which these different elements translate into prac-

tice are highly dependent on the local context and on the interests of the actors 

involved. We propose that the primary objective of the EU is to prevent migration 

to its Member States, making resilience-building above all a refugee- containment 

strategy. Insofar as this strategy jeopardizes the stability of crisis-affected states, we 

conclude that resilience-building in Jordan and Lebanon may ultimately threaten 

rather than safeguard the security of Europe.

Our article unfolds as follows. In the next section, we provide an overview of the 

different meanings of resilience in the literature, and explicate our theoretical and 

methodological approach. In the section that follows, we map EU understanding of 

resilience by analyzing key humanitarian and development policies from the Eu-

ropean Commission. Subsequently, we illustrate how resilience-building translates 

into practice in Jordan and Lebanon. We conclude by reflecting on the implications 

of our findings on policy and practice.

Researching resilience

The word resilience stems from the Latin word “resilire.” “Salire” means to leap or 

jump; the suffix “re” indicates repetition, withdrawal, or backward motion. Through-

out history, resilience has been used to refer to the quality of “bending without 

breaking” or “robustness” of materials, as well as the trait of “fickleness” or “forti-

tude after misfortune or adversity” in people (Alexander, 2013; Bourbeau, 2018a). 

Despite its origins, resilience is often traced back to the ecologist Holling, who used 

the term to refer to the ability of ecological systems to absorb change and distur-

bance (Holling, 1973; Walker & Cooper, 2011). Others have pointed to important 
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contributions from psychology, where resilience signaled a shift in the focus on 

vulnerability and deficits to protective factors and adaptive capacities (Bourbeau, 

2018; Masten, 2013; Yates, Tyrell, & Masten, 2015).

Risk scholar Wildavsky–borrowing from Holling–conceptualized resilience as “the 

capacity to cope with unanticipated dangers after they have become manifest, 

learning to bounce back” (Wildavsky, 1988, p. 77). He regarded resilience as a more 

effective and cheaper strategy to deal with risks than anticipation and prevention 

(Boin & Lodge, 2016; Wildavsky, 1988). Subsequently, resilience found a home in 

studies of natural disasters and became an integral component of international 

disaster risk reduction (DRR) policies to minimize disaster impact and enhance re-

covery (Tobin, 1999). Although the EU’s use of resilience before 2012 was limited, 

mentions of resilience refer primarily, if not exclusively, to DRR.2

Security scholars have largely been critical of the use of resilience as a strategy 

to address insecurity and crisis. Their observations show that, rather than being 

meaningless, a buzzword may have considerable power (Cornwall & Brock, 2005; 

Cornwall & Eade, 2010). First, scholars have argued that because resilience is about 

withstanding and recovering from the impact of crises, resilience reconceptualiz-

es crises as unpredictable and inevitable (Coaffee & Fussey, 2015; Duffield, 2011, 

2012; Evans & Reid, 2013, 2014). Some consider it therefore as deeply de-politi-

cizing, because the resilient subject “must permanently struggle to accommodate 

itself to the world: not a subject that can conceive of changing the world” (Chandler 

& Reid, 2016, p. 53).

Second, because learning is considered to be a result of exposure to adversi-

ty, crises are reconceptualized as an opportunity for development (Duffield, 2011; 

Rogers, 2013). Responding in a resilient way then becomes a responsibility of cri-

sis-affected communities, de facto making them also responsible for non-resilient 

outcomes (Evans & Reid, 2013; Howell, 2012, 2015; O’Malley, 2010; Schmidt, 

2015). Third, scholars have noted that resilience takes the responsibility for security 

off the shoulders of states (Chandler, 2014; Coaffee & Fussey, 2015; Coaffee & 

Wood, 2006), thus “outsourcing” security to crisis-affected communities instead 

(Evans & Reid, 2014). Whereas some consider this neoliberal view of resilience too 

2 For instance, in the 2007 European Consensus on Development. The 2007 communica-

tion Towards a European Consensus on Humanitarian Aid does not include the term “resilience” 

or “resilient”, whereas the 2008 joint declarations on The European Consensus on Humanitarian 

Aid mention “resilience” once – in relation to disaster risk reduction. Unlike the European Consen-

sus on Development, the European Consensus on Humanitarian Aid was reaffirmed, rather than 

revised, in 2018.
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narrow (Bourbeau, 2015; Corry, 2014), others have interpreted it as a form of post 

liberal governance (Chandler, 2017). These debates invite us to reflect on what re-

silience “does” as a buzzword: How is it understood and used in practice, to what 

ends, and to what effect?

To study resilience, we take an ideational approach. In line with the idea that 

buzzwords are abstract notions or concepts (Cornwall, 2007), ideational approach-

es look exactly at the existence and functions of ideas in the study of political and 

policy processes (Fischer & Forester, 1993). Ideas are “historically constructed be-

liefs and perceptions” (Béland, 2019, p. 4) that determine not only the framing of 

problems that policies aim to address, but also “shape the understandings that un-

derpin political action and the rationale and purposes of organizations and policies” 

(Béland & Orenstein, 2013, p. 127).

In particular, we look at ideas that are explicitly articulated in the foreground of 

policy discussions: programs and frames (Campbell, 2004). Programs are “cogni-

tive concepts and theories that enable or facilitate decision making and institutional 

change by specifying for decision makers how to solve specific problems [em-

phasis added]” (Campbell, 2004, p. 98). Frames are “symbols and concepts” 
(Campbell, 2004, p. 94) that policymakers use to “justify and promote…policy pro-

posals and convince the public and key interest groups to support them” (Béland, 

2019, p. 19). Frames are “normative concepts [that] enable elites to legitimize their 

programs” (Campbell, 2004, p. 98). Across the next two sections, we look at the 

frames (the why) and programs (the how) through which the EU conceives resil-

ience and subsequently, how these are translated into practice as “resilience-build-

ing.” This provides insight into the underlying, taken-for-granted assumptions in the 

background of policy discussions that push policy into given directions by limiting 

both the cognitive and normative range of policy options (Béland, 2019; Campbell, 

2004).

In the section that follows, we present the results of a close reading of key EU hu-

manitarian and development policies, notably focusing on paragraphs containing 

the word resilience. Loosely based on Gasper (1996), we look for definitions or clar-

ifications of meanings, outcomes and (unstated) implications, mention of methods 

and techniques, and (unstated) assumptions. To illustrate how resilience translates 

into practice, we then provide empirical examples of resilience-building in Jordan 

and Lebanon against the backdrop of the Regional Refugee and Resilience Plan 

(3RP). This crisis response platform aims to support the countries neighboring Syria 

to deal with the impact of the refugee influx. EU institutions are a major donor for the 

3RP (Supporting Syria and the region, 2019). Following the first Supporting Syria and 
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the Region conference in London in 2016, moreover, the EU hosted subsequent 

donor conferences in Brussels in 2017, 2018, and 2019. We have selected Jordan 

and Lebanon because of the countries in which the 3RP is implemented, they host 

the largest number of Syrian refugees in relation to their own population.

Methodologically, our article primarily builds upon the analysis of various texts, 

including official EU policy documents and websites, NGO reports, and scholarly 

literature. Our analysis is further supported by 39 interviews with policymakers and 

practitioners in the field of humanitarian aid, development, and security, carried out 

between 2016 and 2019 in Europe, Jordan, and Lebanon. Finally, our analysis is 

informed by ethnographic insight gained during visits to Jordan and Lebanon be-

tween October 2018 and November 2018.

Two important caveats deserve mention here. First, although the EU is a major 

actor in resilience- building efforts in Jordan and Lebanon, our empirical examples 

will not reveal “EU” resilience-building. As in any international crisis response, many 

actors are involved and they shape policy, interventions and outcomes together. 

Second, we draw on examples of resilience-building in Jordan and Lebanon in or-

der to illustrate what resilience may look like in practice. Differences and similarities 

between these cases allow us to flesh out the various shapes that resilience may 

take in the field. A (systematic) comparison between the two cases is nonetheless 

beyond the scope of this article.

Mapping resilience in EU humanitarian and development policy

Since 2012, the EU has systematically used the term resilience in its humanitarian 

and development policy. Based on an analysis of this policy, we find that three 

characteristics stand out. First, resilience requires the simultaneous involvement of, 

and collaboration between, humanitarian and development actors–the “humani-

tarian-development nexus.” Second, understanding the context is a prerequisite 

for resilience-building, in terms of context-specific vulnerabilities and their (root) 

causes, as well as existing local capacities that humanitarian and development in-

terventions can tap into, build upon, and strengthen. More specifically, resilience 

is framed as the responsibility of national governments and local authorities. Third, 

the resilience of refugees is equated with their economic self-reliance within the host 

country. Moreover, refugees are framed as an economic asset and development 

opportunity for refugee-hosting states. In this section, we provide a chronological 

overview of EU policy pertaining to resilience, highlighting where each of these 
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three points emerge.

In its flagship publication The EU Approach to Resilience: Learning from Food 

Security Crises, the European Commission (2012) defines resilience as “the ability 

of an individual, a household, a community, a country or a region to withstand, to 

adapt, and to quickly recover from stresses and shocks” (p. 5). Drawing from the 

EU Supporting Horn of African Resilience and the Global Alliance for Resilience 

Initiative, it sets out a resilience-based approach aimed at reducing vulnerability to 

climate change-induced disasters in particular. Conclusions of the Council of the 

European Union on The EU Approach to Resilience extend resilience’s applicability 

from natural hazards to other causes of vulnerability, including conflict, insecurity, 

and weak democratic governance. Resilience is subsequently characterized as a 

“comprehensive, coherent and effective approach to achieve better results on the 

ground” (Council of the European Union, 2013, p. 1), highlighting in particular the 

complementary roles of humanitarian and development actors.

Whereas the Council recognizes “the importance of working closely with local 

communities, civil society, local authorities, research institutions and the private 

sector” it is predominantly “state-building and international cooperation [that are 

the] central elements of the resilience framework” (Council of the European Union, 

2013, p. 3). Moreover, it adds that “it is primarily the national government’s respon-

sibility to build resilience” (Council of the European Union, 2013, p. 2). This focus 

on the state has led humanitarian practitioners in particular to criticize resilience for 

being deeply politicizing (Scott- Smith, 2018). For example, the humanitarian organ-

ization Médecins sans Frontières walked out of the World Humanitarian Summit in 

2016 over concerns about its incorporation into broader development and resil-

ience agendas (Médecins sans Frontières, 2016).

Shortly after The EU Approach to Resilience, the European Commission pub-

lished the Action Plan for Resilience in Crisis Prone Countries, “designed to rein-

force the momentum of the resilience agenda” (European Commission, 2013, p. 

2). The Action Plan broadens the EU’s earlier definition of resilience, adding that 

adaptation and recovery should not compromise “long-term development pros-

pects, [and] focus on efficient interventions having a lasting impact” (European 

Commission, 2013, p. 2). This is important especially, the Action Plan argues, “in 

times of economic crisis” (European Commission, 2013, p. 2).

In this document, the three main points anticipated in the opening of this section 

are all notable, as are the ways in which they are interlinked. First, in line with The 

EU Approach to Resilience, the Action Plan asserts that “achieving resilience objec-

tives requires all EU actors (humanitarian, development, political) to work differently 
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and more effectively together” (European Commission, 2013, p. 4).

Second, and related, a resilience approach must be “sustainable, multi-sectoral, 

multi-level, multi- partner and strategically and jointly planned by the people af-

fected or at risk [emphasis added], communities, governments (at the local, sub-na-

tional and national levels) and civil society” (European Commission, 2013, p. 3). 

The Action Plan asserts that a resilience approach is necessarily owned and led by 

affected countries, emphasizing moreover that it is “ultimately individual countries’ 

responsibility to progress towards resilience” (European Commission, 2013, p. 3). 

Among other things, this means embedding resilience in “national policies and 

planning for development” (European Commission, 2013, p. 3). Where this is not 

possible due to weak governance or conflict, consulting “a range of national stake-

holders including civil society in the partner country” (European Commission, 2013, 

p. 3) and strengthening the capacity of “functioning systems within existing local 

institutions” (European Commission, 2013, p. 3) are key.

Third, the Action Plan characterizes a resilience approach as people-centered and 

focused on the most vulnerable, contributing not only to “increasing their capacity 

to absorb shocks and to cope with stresses, but [also constituting] an opportunity for 

transformation, in terms of adaptation to changing environments, empowerment, 

improved livelihoods and economic opportunities” (European Commission, 2013, 

p. 3). The notion that crisis present opportunities for development can be read as 

a precursor for EU framing of refugees as an economic asset and development 

opportunity for refugee- hosting states found in later policy documents. This idea 

is nonetheless not unique to resilience nor to the EU–it is also found in the concept 

of “building back better” (Kim & Olshansky, 2014). Still, this is why scholars have 

criticized resilience for commending exposure to danger (Duffield, 2011, 2012; Ev-

ans & Reid, 2013).

The publication of the Resilience Marker by the European Civil Protection and 

Humanitarian Aid Operations (ECHO) illustrates the concept’s growing importance. 

The Marker was designed “to assess to what extent humanitarian actions funded 

by ECHO integrate resilience considerations” (European Commission, 2014a, p. 3). 

The four criteria consider whether projects (i) include an analysis of shocks, stresses 

and vulnerabilities, and their (root) causes; (ii) are risk-informed and include meas-

ures to mitigate risks and prevent the undermining of (local) capacities; (iii) aim 

to build the capacities of “beneficiaries” and/or local institutions; and (iv) include 

longer-term strategies aimed at reducing needs, vulnerabilities and risks (European 

Commission, 2014a). The criteria emphasize the importance of understanding the 

context and the role of local actors and institutions as important aspects of a resil-
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ience- based approach.

Next, the EU Resilience Compendium: Saving Lives and Livelihoods was launched 

at the UN World Conference on Disaster Risk Reduction in Sendai, Japan (European 

Commission, 2015a). In recognition of the uncertainty around what resilience means 

in concrete and operational terms, the Compendium sets out to share a range of ex-

amples that demonstrate that what a resilience-based approach looks like in prac-

tice is greatly dependent on the context. In Yemen, a resilience-based approach 

may look like the distribution of cash to the poorest and most vulnerable people 

through local distribution systems, and in South Sudan it may be humanitarian and 

development actors jointly analyzing in which areas they can work in complemen-

tarity. Through these case studies, the Compendium highlights two of our main 

points. First, it shows that a resilience-based approach requires an understanding of 

the context–in terms of both context-specific vulnerabilities and their (root) causes, 

and existing local capacities. Second, it illustrates that in order to build resilience, 

different actors at the local, regional, and international levels, must work together. 

Ultimately, “[a] mainstreamed resilience agenda, based on multi-sectoral coher-

ence, offers the opportunity to enhance the effectiveness, and take-up, of [resil-

ience] programs” (European Commission, 2015a, p. 6).

Growing concerns over the refugee and migration crisis in 2015 provided a cat-

alyst for the policy framework Lives in Dignity: From Aid-dependence to Self-re-

liance: Forced Displacement and Development (European Commission, 2016b). 

Drawing from The EU Approach to Resilience, Lives in Dignity aims to “foster the 

resilience and self-reliance of forcibly displaced people” (European Commission, 

2016b, p. 17). Like the previous policy documents, it urges “stronger cooperation 

between development and humanitarian actors–with closer links in funding at pro-

gramming level, exchange and assessment of information, and target setting” (Eu-

ropean Commission, 2016b, p. 5). Using the term “humanitarian and development 

nexus” (European Commission, 2016b, p. 6), Lives in Dignity clearly illustrates that 

the simultaneous involvement of, and collaboration between, humanitarian and 

development actors is necessary to build resilience.

Discussions about how to connect the work of humanitarian and development 

actors are not new. The debates around Linking Relief, Rehabilitation and Devel-

opment (LRRD) in the 1990s and 2000s, for example, were similarly concerned with 

creating functional links between humanitarian and development aid (Crisp, 2001; 

White & Cliffe, 2000). Lives in Dignity, however, argues that the “policy focus has 

shifted from a linear humanitarian-development approach–linking relief, rehabil-

itation and development (LRRD)–to resilience building” (European Commission, 
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2016b, p. 6). Specifically, it stresses the need for political, development, and hu-

manitarian actors to be engaged in crisis response at the same time. The under-

standing of the connection between humanitarian and development responses has 

thus shifted from continuous, linear or sequential, to contiguous, non-linear and 

simultaneous. A 2012 policy brief from the European Parliament explains that:

treating relief, rehabilitation and development as separate processes 

failed to respond to the complexity of a number of crisis situations…

the continuum approach was abandoned in favor of a contiguum ap-

proach [emphasis added], which departs from a scenario of simultane-

ous and complementary use of different aid instruments. (Ramet, 2012, 

p. 4)

Lives in Dignity furthermore exemplifies our observation that refugees are framed 

as economic assets and a development opportunity for refugee-hosting states. It 

intends to foster “self-reliance and [enable] the displaced to live in dignity as con-

tributors to their host societies [emphasis added], until voluntary return or resettle-

ment” (European Commission, 2016b, p. 2). This framing strongly reminds of ideas 

espoused at the Arusha Conference on the African Refugee Problem in 1979:

If the process of refugee settlement is planned as an integral part of…

development of the host country, the undertaking will not only enable 

the refugees to become self-sufficient and facilitate their integration, 

but it will also create the conditions for the betterment of the quality of 

rural life benefiting both the local populations and the refugees them-

selves. This also enables both the locals and the refugees not only to 

attain self-sufficiency, but to go beyond it to self-sustained growth and 

subsequently contribute to the growth of the national economy of the 

asylum country. (Kibreab, 1983, p. 123)

More specifically, Lives in Dignity describes refugees as “productive individuals 

with skills and assets [emphasis added] able to contribute to the economy and 

society of host countries or communities” (European Commission, 2016b, p. 4). 

Refugees are “potential workers, professionals, business people and development 

agents” (European Commission, 2016b, p. 14), and their access to host country 

labor markets is constructed as a way to reduce aid dependency, increase refugees’ 

self-reliance through financial independence, foster integration, and decrease social 



137

U
N

D
E

R
 T

H
E

 G
U

IS
E

 O
F

 R
E

S
IL

IE
N

C
E

tensions. Lives in Dignity recognizes that where host country policies are particularly 

restrictive, they tend to “maintain displaced populations ‘in limbo’ and ensure that, 

in the absence of long-term development prospects, they remain in continuous 

need of support from the humanitarian actors” (European Commission, 2016b, p. 

4). In other words, refugees’ economic self-reliance through access to host country 

labor markets is distinguished as a crucial element of resilience.

This particular framing of refugees can also be observed in the New European 

Consensus on Development (European Commission, 2017a). For example, article 

42 portrays refugees’ access to local labor markets as a “win-win” for refugees and 

refugee-hosting states alike:

The EU and its Member States will promote the dignity and resilience of 

long-term forcibly displaced persons and their inclusion in the econom-

ic and social life of host countries and host communities, recognizing 

that displaced persons’ capabilities are a vital portable asset, essential 

for their resilience and for rebuilding their lives, as well as a contribution 

to their host communities. (European Commission, 2017a, p. 19)

Article 47 adds that: “inclusive sustainable growth builds long-term resilience in 

partner countries, by creating opportunities for vulnerable population groups and 

those most at risk, to participate in, and benefit from, wealth and the creation of 

decent jobs” (European Commission, 2017a, p. 24).

With 65.3 million people displaced globally and protracted displacement last-

ing 26 years on average (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 2016), 

one hopes EU rhetoric implies indeed a move away from the traditional “‘care and 

maintenance’ aid dependence model” (European Commission, 2016b, p. 4). It raises 

questions, however, about how and to what extent vulnerable groups’ access to the 

labor market can be realized and made sustainable–especially in countries struggling 

with high unemployment or with governments opposed to refugee integration.

To summarize, the humanitarian-development nexus, the responsibility of cri-

sis-affected states, and refugees as a development opportunity emerge as three 

key characteristics of EU resilience thinking. These ideas specify how to build re-

silience: By bridging the divide between humanitarian and development actors 

and activities, by supporting national leadership and involve local actors, and by 

integrating refugees into local labor markets. These programs are then justified by 

ideas that explicate the why behind resilience: To sustainably reduce needs through 

enabling individuals, communities, and countries to better deal with stresses and 
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shocks. In the particular context of migration and forced displacement, moreover, 

there is an additional frame that depicts resilience-building as enabling affected 

states to benefit from opportunities provided by crisis.

In the next section, we move on to examine the assumptions underlying the differ-

ent aspects of resilience by exploring how resilience-building translates into practice 

in Jordan and Lebanon. Our examples show that the different forms and implications 

of resilience-building are highly dependent on the local context and in particular on 

the interests of the actors involved.

Resilience-building in Jordan and Lebanon

Jordan and Lebanon hold the largest number of Syrian refugees respective to the 

size of their own population. As of October 2019, UNHCR has registered almost 

655.000 Syrian refugees in Jordan and close to 920.000 in Lebanon. Both coun-

tries, however, claim that actual numbers are much higher. Jordan indicates that 

it hosts up to 1.3 million refugees and Lebanon 1.5 million–respectively 13% and 

25% of their population (Government of Jordan, 2018; Government of Lebanon 

and United Nations, 2017). The influx of large numbers of refugees has created an 

untenable pressure on public goods and services in both countries, exacerbating 

long-standing struggles with slow economic growth, high unemployment and lack 

of resources. In Lebanon, these challenges are further complicated by its history of 

civil war, Syrian occupation, and political instability.

In early 2012, international and local actors launched a regional strategic frame-

work to manage the arrival of Syrian refugees and its impact on host countries. Led 

by UNHCR, the Regional Response Plan (RRP) was primarily humanitarian in nature, 

focused on addressing “the needs for protection and assistance of refugees fleeing 

from the Syrian Arab Republic” (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 

2012a, p. 4). Interestingly, resilience was not a major theme in the RRP and its sub-

sequent revisions: Sporadically, resilience is mentioned in reference to psychosocial 

development in children and youth (United Nations High Commissioner for Refu-

gees, 2012a, 2012b, 2012c, 2013).

In 2013, the UN Development Program (UNDP) established a sub-regional re-

sponse facility in Amman, Jordan, adopting a development-based response to the 

Syria crisis (Gonzalez, 2016; United Nations Development Program Arab States, 

2019). This shifted the aid structure and resulted in the formulation of the Regional 

Refugee and Resilience Plan (3RP) in 2015. Co-led between UNHCR and UNDP and 
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including over 200 actors (Gonzalez, 2016), the 3RP constitutes “one of the biggest 

humanitarian operations ever realized by the UN” (Dionigi, 2016, p. 27).

The 3RP is structured around a refugee component that “addresses the protection 

and humanitarian assistance needs of refugees living in camps, settlements and local 

communities” (Regional Refugee and Resilience Plan, 2018, p. 8); and a resilience 

component, which addresses “the resilience, stabilization and development needs 

of impacted and vulnerable communities and aims to strengthen the capacities of 

national actors to lead the crisis response” (Regional Refugee and Resilience Plan, 

2018, p. 8). This division implies that national actors and host communities, rather 

than refugees, are the (main) target group for resilience-building activities.

The countries in which the 3RP is implemented–besides Jordan and Lebanon, also 

Turkey, Iraq and Egypt–each have a country chapter that adapts the crisis response to 

the national context. The Jordan country chapter, led by the Ministry of Planning and 

International Cooperation, explicitly takes a “resilience-based approach to respond 

to and mitigate the effects of the crisis on Syrian refugees and Jordanian people, 

host communities and institutions by integrating humanitarian and development 

responses [emphasis added]” (Government of Jordan, 2018, p. 2). In contrast, the 

Lebanon country chapter, officially led by the Ministry of Social Affairs, uses the term 

“stabilization” instead. Some suggest the Lebanese government rejects the notion of 

resilience because it is seen to imply the long- term nature of the crisis and refugee 

presence (Culbertson, Oliker, Baruch, & Blum, 2016; Fakhoury, 2019).

In the remainder of this section, we explore how the three main characteristics 

of resilience we identified in EU policy translate into practice. We will discuss these 

points in the following order: First the role of national governments in the crisis 

response, then the nexus between humanitarian and development aid, and finally 

Syrian refugees’ access to employment as pathways to resilience.

The role of national governments

EU humanitarian and development policy stresses that resilience is the primary re-

sponsibility of national governments. Regardless of the capacities of the latter, the 

underlying assumption is that crisis-affected states are willing to take responsibility, 

and that their involvement or leadership will contribute to resilience. Our examples 

from Jordan and Lebanon show that this is not always the case. Moreover, focusing 

on the responsibility of crisis-affected states allows the EU to pay little attention to 

its own responsibility, and to ignore international and local pleas for more equal 

burden-sharing (Ferris & Kirişci, 2016; Jordan Times, 2016).
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Jordan was relatively welcoming when refugees first started to cross its histori-

cally porous borders with Syria (Alshoubaki, 2018). When refugee numbers started 

to increase rapidly, the government opened Za’atari and Al-Azraq refugee camps 

in the northeastern governorates in 2012 and 2014 respectively. Concerns over 

stability and security, however, led to the gradual adoption of increasingly restric-

tive refugee policies (Alshoubaki, 2018), from withdrawing free medical services to 

unofficial border closures and deportations (Francis, 2015).

Jordan is familiar with hosting refugees: Since the second half of the previous 

century, the country received significant numbers of Palestinian and Iraqi refugees. 

During the Iraqi crisis, Jordan restricted and relaxed its refugee policy dependent 

on the contributions it could elicit from the international community (Kelberer, 

2017). Moreover, it did not establish refugee camps, but instead highlighted “the 

fact that Iraqi refugees lived entirely among the local population and directly af-

fected the host community” (Kelberer, 2017, p. 158)–pressing for aid budgets to 

be transferred directly to the government. As will become clear, this tendency to 

leverage its position as a refugee-hosting state to increase access to international 

aid can also be observed in the current crisis (Arar, 2017; Kelberer, 2017).

Lebanon initially pursued a “policy of no-policy,” leaving much of the crisis manage-

ment up to UNHCR (El Mufti, 2014; Mourad, 2017; Nassar & Stel, 2019). Expecting it to 

be short-term, the Lebanese government stressed the humanitarian nature of the crisis, 

but did not allow the establishment of refugee camps for fear of repeating the Pales-

tinian experience (Dionigi, 2016). As refugee numbers increased unabatedly, Lebanon 

started to demand more control over the response in order to limit refugee numbers. In 

2015, it suspended UNHCR’s refugee registration services (Janmyr, 2018).

In the meetings and negotiations leading up to Lebanon’s country chapter in 

2015, the government further compounded its relationships with the internation-

al community. It rejected the international notion of “refugee” (Dionigi, 2016; 

Janmyr, 2018; Saghieh & Frangieh, 2014), and instead refers to Syrian refugees 

as “persons displaced from Syria,” “displaced Syrians,” or “persons registered as 

refugees by UNHCR” (Government of Lebanon & United Nations, 2019, p. 4). The 

terminology in the Lebanon Crisis Response Plan thus denies Syrian refugees a refu-

gee status and rights under international frameworks.

Over time, the government of Lebanon has become increasingly hostile towards 

both Syrian refugees and the international community. For example, Foreign Min-

ister Gebran Bassil has openly called for returning refugees as the solution for the 

crisis. In June 2018, he threatened to indefinitely suspend UNHCR’s residency 

applications stating that the agency was “intimidating the displaced who wish to 
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return voluntarily” (Naharnet, 2018, para. 8). In a similar vein, President Michael 

Aoun has publicly blamed the country’s high unemployment on the presence of Syr-

ian refugees (Daily Star, 2018), further restricting the protection space for refugees. 

Lebanon’s dependence on foreign aid, however, would make the formalization of 

refugee returns unlikely (Atallah & Mahdi, 2017).

The humanitarian-development nexus

EU humanitarian and development policy considers bridging the nexus between 

humanitarian and development approaches vital for building resilience. Nonethe-

less, the differences between these approaches–in terms of actors, timelines, and 

objectives (Culbertson et al., 2016)–will make realizing a nexus in practice challeng-

ing at best. Moreover, it has a profound impact on the nature of humanitarian aid, 

which risks becoming an instrument for achieving–political–development objec-

tives (Dany, 2015; Versluys, 2008).

In Jordan, the national response plan:

has been successful in transitioning from a state of affairs wherein the 

aid architecture for delivering humanitarian and development assis-

tance was fragmented to a nationally-led resilience framework that 

integrates humanitarian and development support [emphasis added], 

thereby enhancing transparency and accountability as means of deliv-

ering concrete results that positively impact both Jordanians and Syri-

ans. (Government of Jordan, 2018, p. iii)

One way in which Jordan has attempted to integrate humanitarian and develop-

ment work is by requiring aid organizations to target both refugees and host com-

munities. When registering a project in the Jordan Response Information System for 

the Syria Crisis for government approval, it must target at least 30% vulnerable host 

(Jordanian) communities under the refugee component, and at least 30% refugees 

under the resilience component.3

Although aid organizations have long been aware that addressing forced dis-

placement calls for interventions that address the needs of both refugees and 

host communities, coordinating short-term emergency and longer-term develop-

ment approaches is challenging (Boustani et al., 2016). The different modalities of 

humanitarian and development funding are a particular stumbling block: Donors 

3 Interview by first author, non-governmental organization staff member, Jordan, October 2018.
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do generally not allow funding for refugee protection to be spent on development 

activities for host communities and vice versa. One international NGO working in 

Jordan, however, notes that at least some of their donors allow for flexible funding 

(Kittaneh & Stolk, 2018). The EU has also shown an increased awareness of the 

need for more flexible and multi-year funding by establishing the Regional Trust 

Fund in Response to the Syrian Crisis. The “Madad Fund” as it is also known–“ma-

dad” being Arabic for “providing help jointly with others” (European Commission, 

2014b)–aims to “foster more self-reliance of refugees, helping them thrive, not just 

survive, while at the same time assisting the countries and communities hosting 

them [thereby bridging] the nexus between humanitarian relief and development 

aid” (European Commission, n.d.). It currently has a volume of €1.6 billion (Europe-

an Commission, 2018).

Tensions between UN agencies are another barrier to realizing the humanitari-

an-development nexus in practice. In Lebanon for example, the lack of clearly delin-

eated roles and competition for leadership– so-called “turf battles”–have strained 

relationships between UN agencies (Culbertson et al., 2016). Mainly the relation-

ship between UNHCR and other UN agencies was problematic, which undermined 

coordination and resulted in the side-lining of UNDP in the beginning of the crisis 

(Mitri, 2014).

At the core, the humanitarian-development nexus is also about aligning “human-

itarian action with long- term goals of development, justice, gender equality and 

peace” (Kittaneh & Stolk, 2018, p. 15). Refugees’ access to employment is a typical 

example, as it is understood to benefit both refugees and the refugee-hosting state.

Refugees as a development opportunity

EU humanitarian and development policy is illustrative of the increasingly common 

portrayal of refugees “as enterprising subjects, whose formal integration into la-

bor markets simultaneously can create self-sufficient actors and cure the economic 

woes of host countries” (Lenner & Turner, 2018, p. 1). In a similar vein, a European 

Commission discussion paper recently argued that Syrian refugees’ “integration 

into the [local] labor market is crucial…to improve their situation through their own 

efforts and, for host countries, to reap more of the potential economic benefits from 

the demographic boost” (Errighi & Griesse, 2016, p. 1). Besides positioning access 

to employment as a primary determinant of resilience, the assumption underlying 

this framing is that either local labor markets are able to absorb large numbers of 

additional workers, or that this absorptive capacity can be created in a relatively 
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short time. The examples that follow show that creating the conditions for Syrian 

refugees’ employment remains difficult to realize in both Jordan and Lebanon.

The 2016 EU-Jordan Compact, under which the government of Jordan commits 

to opening up the labor market for Syrian refugees, came as a surprise. Kelberer 

(2017) notes that “[a]s recently as June 2015, mention of work rights in even in-

formal conversations with government ministries could lead to an abrupt end to 

meetings” (p. 150). Moreover, “the public’s broad perception that Syrian refugees 

are stealing Jordanian jobs provides the government with little incentive to offer 

formal opportunities for Syrian employment” (Francis, 2015, p. 24). Jordan never-

theless committed to issuing 200.000 work permits for Syrians in exchange for EU 

aid–including the relaxation of Jordan’s requirements for exporting to EU Member 

States (European Commission, 2016a; European Commission, 2017b).

Although “[s]ome hailed the Jordan Compact as a model for the long-awaited 

‘sustainable refugee response,’” (Kelberer, 2017, p. 149), it has not yet been very suc-

cessful. Figures indicate that since 2016, 135.000 work permits have been issued, 

but also that only 40.000 Syrians refugees held a valid work permit in August 2018 

(Turner, 2019). Although Jordan started to describe Syrian refugees “as presenting 

new economic opportunities for the kingdom” (Boulby, 2018, p. 165), many hurdles 

prevent Syrians from entering the Jordanian labor market: The limited amount of 

jobs it can offer, the largely informal nature of the Jordan economy, harsh working 

conditions, and low wages (Lenner & Schmelter, 2016; Lenner & Turner, 2018; Maltz 

& Huang, 2018).

In contrast, the EU-Lebanon Compact does not provide for refugees’ access to 

employment. Instead, it focuses on job creation and business development for the 

Lebanese, assumed to indirectly create jobs for Syrian refugees (Khater, 2017). Al-

though EU aid is supposed to “support refugees to become increasingly econom-

ically self-reliant” (European Commission, 2019, para. 3), Lebanon does not allow 

Syrian refugees to work. If caught working, UNHCR-registered Syrians will lose their 

refugee status, and those employing Syrians face a fine (Houssari, 2019).

Despite the assumption that refugees provide a development opportunity for 

a host country, there is no evidence to support it. Some studies indicate that the 

presence of refugees has stimulated Lebanon’s GDP, and others report econom-

ic decline, in terms of increased competition for jobs and rising unemployment 

among vulnerable Lebanese (Kabbanji & Kabbanji, 2018). The recent resignation of 

Prime Minister Saad Hariri in the face of ongoing protests over politics and corrup-

tion, illustrate that Lebanon’s challenges are more fundamental than the presence 

of Syrian refugees.
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Conclusion

In times of complex protracted crises and tightening aid budgets, it may be un-

surprising that institutions like the EU turn to resilience: A buzzword that promises 

the effective, efficient, and sustainable reduction of needs. In this article, we have 

argued that strengthening the humanitarian-development nexus, responsibilizing 

the governments of crisis-affected countries, and framing refugees as an economic 

development opportunity emerge as key characteristics of EU resilience thinking. 

As programs and frames, they guide and legitimize EU resilience-building efforts. 

Our examples from Jordan and Lebanon illustrate that the problematic nature of 

the assumptions underlying the EU approach to building resilience may prevent 

such efforts from creating actual resilience: A better ability to deal with stresses and 

shocks. Ultimately, how resilience translates into practice, and what its implications 

are, depends on the context and the interests of the actors involved. Now, we draw 

on our analysis and point at some of the implications.

For the EU, resilience-building may be, above all, a strategy to contain refugees in 

the region and prevent migration to Europe. In keeping with EU resilience thinking, 

a resilient state is one that can withstand, adapt, and quickly recover from a crisis. 

More significantly, it can capitalize on the opportunities provided by crisis. In the 

case of Jordan and Lebanon, resilience is taken to mean allowing refugees access 

to the labor market, in order for them to contribute to the local economy and overall 

development of their host countries. Framing refugees as a development oppor-

tunity may serve to coax states into accepting the integration of refugees into their 

societies–in exchange for international aid and assistance. Moreover, it implies that 

if refugees can become economically self-reliant in host countries, migration to 

the EU can be prevented. This reveals the internally conflicted nature of this frame: 

On the one hand, it constructs Syrian refugees as a development opportunity for 

Jordan and Lebanon, while on the other hand, a threat to the economy, social co-

hesion, and political stability of Europe.

The predominance of strategic security interests underlying the EU’s relationships 

with refugee-hosting states has also been observed by Davis and Ayub (2017). They 

argue that the trade deal under the EU- Jordan Compact, one of the instruments 

through which the EU intends to build resilience in Jordan, was “part of a package 

through which Jordan would host refugees that might otherwise attempt to migrate 

to Europe” (Davis & Ayub, 2017, p. 10). Panizzon (2019) adds that it is in particu-

lar this “intersectionality of market-based humanitarianism [that] uses the ‘crisis’ to 

transform a ‘development opportunity’ into a deterrence strategy” (pp. 266-267). 
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Despite its admirable promises, then, resilience- building is not unlike other strate-

gies to buttress “Fortress Europe,” albeit perhaps in a less obvious manner than, for 

example, the EU-Turkey deal (Rygiel, Baban, & Ilcan, 2016; Zoomers, van Noorloos, 

& van Liempt, 2018).

The challenges to building resilience in the Jordanian and Lebanese contexts sug-

gest that actual changes in the situation of vulnerable groups matter marginally at 

best. Despite limited progress on EU norms and political reforms, the EU continues 

to positively evaluate its relationships with Jordan and Lebanon. As a pertinent ex-

ample, the EU has abstained from criticizing Jordan’s repeated suspense of elec-

tions (Seeberg, 2016), as well as its hosting of former president of Sudan Omar Al-

Bashir in 2017–for which the EU did criticize Uganda that same year (Davis & Ayub, 

2017; European External Action Service, 2017; Schaake, 2017). What matters, then, 

is that countries like Jordan and Lebanon continue to bear the brunt of the refugee 

crisis.

For crisis-affected states, the EU’s turn to resilience-building provides an oppor-

tunity to leverage their position as refugee-hosting countries to obtain international 

assistance that directly benefits their own development–to the possible detriment 

of refugees (Arar, 2017; Kelberer, 2017; Tsourapas, 2019). Nonetheless, the ref-

ugee crisis has exacerbated long-standing structural challenges, and both countries 

have seen growing public discontentment. Notably, Achilli (2015) has observed that 

the EU’s “policy of [refugee] containment is dangerous as it threatens the stability 

of the countries bordering Syria” (p. 9). As such, resilience-building may ultimately 

threaten, rather than safeguard, the security of Europe.

Buzzwords, like resilience, “evoke Good Things that no-one could possibly dis-

agree with” (Cornwall, 2010, p. 2). It is exactly “their vague and euphemistic qual-

ities, their capacity to embrace a multitude of possible meanings, and their norma-

tive resonance” (Cornwall, 2010, p. 2) that make buzzwords an excellent smoke 

screen for ulterior political agendas and limit their transformative potential. Do our 

findings demonstrate the power of resilience–the power to obscure or justify alter-

native objectives–or its powerlessness to create transformational change for the 

most vulnerable? In a context as politicized and securitized as migration and forced 

displacement (Bourbeau, 2011; Huysmans, 2000), resilience may have little room 

for maneuver. This highlights the need for further empirical work that explores the 

meanings and implications of resilience in different contexts.
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ABSTRACT

Little is known about how the idea of ‘resilience’ translates into practice. It has nonetheless 

emerged as a dominant theme in the governance of crises, such as political instability, armed 

conflict, terrorism, and large-scale refugee movements. This study draws on interviews with 

humanitarian and development practitioners in Turkey, Jordan, and Lebanon working under 

the Regional Refugee and Resilience Plan to explore how resilience is interpreted and trans-

lated on the ground. Results suggest that resilience is translated as the economic self-reli-

ance of refugees, and the capacity for crisis management of refugee- hosting states, enacted 

through ‘localization’ and strengthening the ‘humanitarian-development nexus.’ The promi-

nence of the political and economic context and the power relations between crisis response 

actors that it generates reveals the limits of what a buzzword like resilience can achieve on 

the ground. The findings highlight the need for researchers, policymakers, and practitioners to 

engage in continuous critical reflection on whether the ways in which resilience policies and 

programmes are implemented actually improve the ability of systems and vulnerable popu-

lations to recover from crisis, as well as on the validity of the assumptions and interpretations 

on which such policies and programmes are built.

Keywords: crisis governance; development; humanitarianism; resilience
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Resilience in Practice: Responding to the Refugee Crisis 
in Turkey, Jordan, and Lebanon

Introduction

‘Resilience’ has emerged as a dominant theme in the governance of crises such as 

political instability, armed conflict, terrorism, and large-scale refugee movements. 

Notwithstanding its adoption by United Nations (UN) agencies, donors, govern-

ments, and (international) non-governmental organizations (I/NGOs), resilience has 

been criticized for its buzzword qualities. Its ambiguity in particular has provoked 

questions about the concept’s usefulness for practice (Manyena, 2006) as it risks 

becoming “an empty signifier that can easily be filled with any meaning to justify 

any specific goal” (Weichselgartner & Kelman, 2014, p. 249).

Despite these concerns, buzzwords often provide a sense that “in the midst of all 

the uncertainties of the day, international institutions are working together for the 

good, and that they have now got the story right and are really going to make a dif-

ference” (Cornwall & Brock, 2005, p. 1043). Against the backdrop of protracted cri-

ses across many regions of the world and unprecedented numbers of refugees, ‘re-

silience’ may promise the ability “to anticipate and tolerate disturbances…without 

collapse, to withstand shocks, and to rebuild as necessary” (Lentzos & Rose, 2009, p. 

243). Little is known, however, about how this translates into practice.

The objective of this study is to explore how the concept of resilience is interpreted 

and translated into practice. It draws on 40 interviews with 47 humanitarian and de-

velopment practitioners in Turkey, Jordan, and Lebanon working under the Regional 

Refugee and Resilience Plan (3RP). This crisis response platform assists countries sur-

rounding Syria with managing the influx of large numbers of Syrian refugees–includ-

ing through what practitioners have termed ‘resilience-building’. Bringing together 

some 270 humanitarian and development actors, including governments, UN agen-

cies, national and international NGOs (3RP, 2019), the 3RP constitutes “one of the 

biggest humanitarian operations ever realized by the UN” (Dionigi, 2016, p. 27).

I argue that in practice, the concept of ‘resilience’ becomes imbued with particu-

lar–even narrow– meanings contingent on crisis response actors’ interpretations of 

the context, which in turn determine how resilience–as a capacity for recovery–is 

‘built’. To what extent resilience policies and programmes can achieve results on 

the ground, however, ultimately depends on the political and economic context 

and the power relations between crisis response actors it generates. In this way, the 
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results provide empirical evidence for the political nature of crisis governance, 

which, rather than a technocratic exercise, is “shaped by the people, institutions 

and history of the context in which crises happen” (Hilhorst, 2013, p. 5).

The paper unfolds as follows. The next section offers an overview of the literature 

on resilience (section 2). Next, I propose a conceptual framework for understanding 

the translation of resilience into practice, based on theories of translation that allow 

for recognition of and sensitivity to the various dimensions of power and politics 

at play in crisis governance (section 3), followed by a brief overview of methods 

(section 4). Subsequently, the 3RP is described in more detail (section 5), followed 

by the empirical material (section 6). The article concludes with a discussion of the 

results and the implications for research, policy, and practice (sections 7 and 8).

What is Resilience?

Resilience is not a new concept. It stems from the Latin resilire, which means ‘to leap 

or jump back’. Throughout history, resilience has been used, on the one hand, to 

describe the quality of materials to bend without breaking (Bourbeau, 2018a). On 

the other hand, it referred to human character and behaviour: A resilient person pos-

sessed the trait of fickleness, and would cancel or go back on their word (Alexander, 

2013). From the mid-19th century onwards, however, resilience started to be used in 

the sense of fortitude after misfortune. A US military expedition to the east coast of 

Japan, which had been struck by the Ansei-Tokai earthquake of 1854, identified “a 

resiliency in the Japanese character which spoke well for their energy. They [the Jap-

anese] did not sit down and weep over their misfortunes, but, like men, went to work, 

seemingly but little dispirited” (Hawks, 1856, p. 511-512; Alexander, 2013).

The 1970s witnessed a proliferation of theories and research on resilience in psy-

chology and ecology. Within psychology, the turn to resilience marked a shift in 

the focus on vulnerability and deficiency to protective factors and adaptive capac-

ities (Masten, 2018; 2013). Within ecology, resilience was coined as a measure of 

the ability of ecological systems to persist despite change and disturbance, and 

to reorganize while maintaining its functions (Holling, 1973; Walker et al., 2004). 

Intellectual exchange between ecologists and risk management scholars has likely 

facilitated the uptake of resilience in the field of the latter (Clark & Swain, 1975). In 

the 1980s, resilience was championed as a strategy to mitigate the effects of crisis–

both better and cheaper than either anticipation or prevention (Wildavsky, 1988). 

Resilience was subsequently picked up by disaster scholars and practitioners, be-
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coming an integral component of international disaster risk reduction frameworks 

(Comfort et al., 2010).

In the first half of the 2010s, resilience emerged as a central axiom of humanitar-

ian and development aid, reflected in its adoption by major donors, including Brit-

ain’s Department for International Development, USAID, and the European Com-

mission. In 2016, moreover, the concept was placed at the heart of the European 

Global Strategy for Foreign and Security Policy, sparking an impassioned, critical 

debate about the meaning of resilience and its repercussions for those at the 

receiving end of resilience policies. These critiques can be organized around three 

main arguments. First, because resilience manifests in response to crisis, i.e., after 

the event, it assumes not only the inevitability of crises but also the insignificance 

of interrogating the (structural) causes of crises (e.g., Evans & Reid, 2014; 2013). 

Second, resilience tends to responsibilize individuals, communities, and states for 

their resilience–de facto also responsibilizing them for their vulnerability (e.g., Ilcan 

& Rygiel, 2015; O’Malley, 2013). Third, resilience may be considered a neoliberal 

strategy to outsource security to crisis-affected individuals and communities, taking 

responsibility off the shoulders of states or the international community (e.g., Chan-

dler & Reid, 2016; Duffield, 2012).

Concerned with in particular the ontologies and epistemologies underpinning 

the global turn to resilience and the interrogation of resilience discourses in pol-

icy, critical resilience scholarship has thus far not systematically engaged with how 

resilience policies are interpreted and in turn implemented by practitioners. An ex-

ception is the study by Aldunce, Beilin, Howden, and Handmer (2015), which iden-

tifies different understandings of resilience among natural disaster management 

practitioners, and how these subsequently generate different practices. Moreover, 

Scott-Smith (2018) argues that whereas critical scholars have interpreted resilience 

as a depoliticizing concept, humanitarian practitioners have instead denounced it 

for the different ways in which it politicizes their work. This paradox points towards 

the importance of examining practitioners’ views on policy concepts and how these 

shape programme design and implementation. The next section offers a theoretical 

framework through which the implementation of ‘resilience’ can be conceptualized.

A Politics of Translation

The various constructivist turns in the study of policy and politics attest to the grow-

ing interest in and the perceived importance of the role of ideas and discourse in 
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policy and political processes (Fischer & Gottweis, 2012). The role of ideas in policy 

implementation has nonetheless been neglected, mirrored by a lack of attention to 

ideas in implementation research (Béland & Ridde, 2016). Exploring how the policy 

idea of resilience is put into a set of programmes and operational practices neces-

sarily engages with this nexus between ideas and implementation – for which the 

concept of “translation” may provide a useful theoretical framework.

Weisser, Bollig, Doevenspeck and Müller-Mahn (2014) argue that “people do 

not act according to the script of a single global idea, but that they appropriate or 

modify parts of that script and also invent new ones” (p. 112). Instead, “as policy 

travels across languages, sites and scales, it is produced, assembled, enacted and 

populated differently” (Clarke, Bainton, Lendvai & Stubbs, 2015, p. 60). In other 

words, as ideas travel – not just across the boundaries of academic disciplines and 

policy areas or across geographical borders, but also from the global to the local 

and from policy to practice – they are modified as a result of translation processes 

(Weisser et al., 2014). Rather than simply implemented, therefore, “policies are 

interpreted and ‘translated’” (Braun, Maguire & Ball, 2010, p. 549). “Translation” 

may be defined as:

[T]he process of modification of policy ideas and creation of new 

meanings and designs in the process of the cross-jurisdictional travel 

of policy ideas. Translation allows viewing the ‘global’ in ‘local’, and ‘lo-

cal’ in ‘global’, with regard to the adoption, implementation and travel 

of ideas, and enables simultaneous consideration of ideas, objects and 

interests. (Mukhtarov, 2014, p. 76)

Importantly, a translation perspective draws attention to three interrelated as-

pects of policy implementation: The transformation of ideas, the agentic capacities 

of “translators”, and the role of context.

First, a translation perspective acknowledges that the process of translat-

ing a global policy idea to a particular locality “always involves transformation” 

(Czarniawska & Sevón, 2005, p. 8). Translation indicates that a policy idea “it is 

made to mean something in its new context. Policy is never a singular entity: it is 

put together – or assembled – from a variety of elements that are always in the 

process of being re-assembled in new, often surprising ways” (Clarke et al., 2015, 

p. 10). Ideas are “edited, translated, and cobbled together from various sources for 

idiosyncratic use” (Powell et al., 2005, p. 237). This means that ‘resilience’, translated 

to the operational context of the 3RP, will be imbued with meanings different from 
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those attributed to the more abstract notion of resilience in global policy frame-

works.

Second, translation processes involve “translators”, actors who actively interpret 

and transform ideas in accordance with the context within which they operate. Tra-

ditional perspectives have tried to capture the travel of ideas in terms of policy 

“transfer” or “diffusion”, which imply “a central broadcast point and wide reception 

with rather passive receivers” (Powell et al., 2005, p. 233). Ideas, however, “do not 

travel by themselves, nor are they pushed around by forces such as regionalisation, 

neoliberalism or globalisation” (Mukhtarov, 2014, p. 76). A translation perspective 

instead underlines the agentic capacities of translators, and unlike much policy im-

plementation research, leaves behind assumptions of rationality and intentionality 

(Mukhtarov, 2014). Translators:

[A]lways act according to existing interests and always operate within 

certain power relations, [therefore] they are likely to transform con-

cepts according to very particular intellectual, epistemological, politi-

cal and historical requirements. (Neumann & Nünning, 2012, p. 9)

Third, Braun, Maguire, and Ball (2010) note that “[p]utting policies into practice 

is a creative, sophisticated and complex process that is always also located in a 

particular context and place [emphasis added]” (p. 549). Translation is a process of 

recontextualization (Braun, et al., 2011) that is “characterized by selective appropri-

ations and translations according to historical and local circumstances” (Neumann 

& Tygstrup, 2009, p. 1). The outcome of translation processes is thus contin-

gent on the various incentives–political, economic, or social – that exist within the 

particular context – and are meaningful only within that context (Mukhtarov, 2014; 

Weisser et al., 2014). Because translation always serves an interest (Freeman, 2009), 

“some things are made visible while others are hidden or erased” (Clarke et al., 

2015, p. 49). This enables a politics of translation (Clarke et al., 2015) that allows 

for exploring the role of power relations in how policy ideas translate into practice.

As ideas as they travel from the global to the local and from policy to practice, 

a politics of translation perspective calls attention to idea transformation, the role 

of actors, and the impact of contextual factors. These aspects provide the analytical 

tools to explore the context-specific meanings of a global policy buzzword like re-

silience, and how it is translated into practice by various actors working under the 

banner of the 3RP in Turkey, Lebanon, and Jordan.
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Methods

Forty semi-structured interviews of approximately one hour were held with 47 hu-

manitarian and development practitioners between October 2018 and June 2019 in 

Gaziantep, Amman, and Beirut, and over Skype. Relevant organizations were initial-

ly identified from 3RP documentation, including the regional strategic overview and 

the 3RP country chapters. Potential respondents were subsequently identified from 

organizations’ websites, policy documents and publications, or from country-specif-

ic online civil society platforms, such as the Lebanese website www.daleel-madani.

org. They were approached via email or social media for a face-to-face or Skype 

interview.

Respondents represent 32 different organizations. Nine (28%) are Turkish, Jorda-

nian, or Lebanese civil society organizations operating at the national level (referred 

to as national CSOs), or organizations established by Syrians in Turkey (referred to 

as Syrian-led CSOs). Twenty-three (72%) are international organizations, with head-

quarters outside of Turkey, Jordan, or Lebanon. These included 15 INGOs, five UN 

agencies, and three different governmental organizations, including a diplomatic 

mission, a donor agency, and a network organization. At least 23 respondents (49%) 

were Turkish, Lebanese, Jordanian, or Syrian nationals – others international expats. 

Seventeen respondents were female (36%), 30 were male (64%). Nearly all respond-

ents held management positions in the area of programmes, coordination, or part-

nerships. For some, their work focused exclusively on the national (Turkish, Leba-

nese, or Jordanian) context, others (also) worked on the regional level, i.e., across 

the different 3RP countries, or on cross-border operations into Syria. They were 

therefore familiar with the national and regional policy discussions and processes, 

as well as their organizations’ programmes and impact thereof on the ground. Re-

spondents were thus in a good position to talk about how resilience translates into 

practice. Due to the political nature of the crisis, respondents remain anonymous.

Respondents were asked about the crisis response, their understanding of resil-

ience, and what resilience means within an operational context. In addition, they were 

asked about the roles of and the relationships between the different actors involved 

in crisis response, including the Turkish, Jordanian, and Lebanese governments, UN 

agencies, INGOs, and Turkish, Jordanian, Lebanese, and Syrian-led CSOs.

Interviews were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim. Written transcripts 

were subjected to a thematic analysis to “identify or examine the underlying ideas, 

assumptions, and conceptualizations – and ideologies – that are theorized as shap-

ing or informing the semantic content of the data [emphasis in original]” (Braun & 
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Clarke, 2006, p. 85). This included familiarization with the data (e.g., reading and 

re-reading interview transcripts) and coding using Atlas.ti. Themes were construct-

ed by clustering codes into meaningful patterns, and refined through an iterative 

examination of the themes in relation to each other and the research question. 

Together, the themes tell “a story that is based on, and about, the data, that makes 

sense of the patterning and diversity of meaning” (Terry et al., 2017, p. 30).

Setting the scene: The Regional Refugee and Resilience Plan

One year after pro-democracy protests in the southern Syrian town of Dara’a spread 

across the country triggering a violent crackdown from the government, the UN High 

Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) had registered 40,000 refugees crossing Syria’s 

borders into Jordan, Lebanon, Turkey, and Iraq (UNHCR, 2012). In response, the agen-

cy launched the first Regional Response Plan (RRP) in March 2012 to address “the 

needs for protection and assistance of refugees fleeing from the Syrian Arab Republic” 

(UNHCR, 2012, p. 4). The years that followed not only witnessed Syria spiral into a com-

plex multi-layered conflict drawing in a growing number of non-state armed groups 

and international actors, but also saw refugee-hosting countries grapple with the rap-

idly increasing numbers of refugees. By late 2014, UNHCR had registered 4,270,000 

Syrian refugees in Turkey, Jordan, Lebanon, Iraq, and Egypt (3RP, 2014).

Recognizing the impact of the Syria crisis on the region, the UN Development 

Programme (UNDP) introduced a ‘resilience-based’ development response to the 

Syria crisis in 2014 (Gonzalez, 2016). Whereas resilience discourses were largely 

absent in UNHCR’s RRPs, UNDP argued that “[w]here situations and conditions 

have stabilised, and people and communities are coping and beginning to recover, 

development assistance that builds resilience can accelerate their recovery and en-

hance their capacities to prosper independently” (UNDP, 2014, p. 16).

December 2014 witnessed the launch of the 3RP, combining UNHCR’s short-

term humanitarian emergency response with UNDP’s longer-term development 

approach in what is known among practitioners as the ‘humanitarian-development 

nexus’ (see also Hilhorst, 2018). The New Way of Working–one of the outcome 

documents of the 2016 World Humanitarian Summit–describes the nexus as human-

itarian and development actors working towards collective outcomes, based on 

their comparative advantage in terms of capacity and expertise (UN Office for the 

Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs [OCHA], 2017).

The 3RP resilience component addresses “the resilience, stabilization and devel-



157

R
E

S
IL

IE
N

C
E

 IN
 P

R
A

C
T

IC
E

: R
E

S
P

O
N

D
IN

G
 T

O
 T

H
E

 R
E

F
U

G
E

E
 C

R
IS

IS

opment needs of impacted and vulnerable communities and aims to strengthen the 

capacities of national actors to lead the crisis response” (3RP, 2019, p. 20). It defines 

resilience as “the ability of individuals, households, communities and institutions to 

anticipate, withstand, recover and transform from shocks and crises” (3RP, 2019, 

p. 9). As central tenets of a ‘resilience approach’, the plan specifically refers to 

the need to “increase self-reliance and self-sufficiency of vulnerable populations 

through market-based skills training and employability, income generation oppor-

tunities and entrepreneurship programmes” (3RP, 2019, p. 9) and to “work together 

with government, national and local institutions to strengthen existing service de-

livery systems, to identify vulnerabilities and address needs and risks…and improve 

capacities to manage future shocks” (3RP, 2019, p. 9). It does not, however, clarify 

how these activities lead to resilience as defined in the 3RP.

Results

Understanding Resilience in the 3RP Context

First, in line with 3RP discourse and across the different contexts, ‘resilience’ was 

above all understood in terms of self-reliance. As one respondent explained, “build-

ing resilience is about creating a conducive environment for refugees, host commu-

nities, government, municipalities – all stakeholders, to take care of themselves with-

out or with less external support, in a sustainable way” (interview 13-J13, network 

organization). This was seen to apply to both individuals and the state, as another 

respondent pointed out:

The resilience of beneficiaries is the capacity of a person to take care 

of their basic needs, and the capacity to cope positively with difficult 

situations. Then there is the organizational perspective, of NGOs, of 

national government. This doesn’t mean building the resilience of each 

individual in the country, but of the national structure of the country. 

(interview 6-J6, INGO)

More specifically, system resilience was understood as the capacity of the state to 

continue responding to the crisis without breaking under the pressure of the addi-

tional demands of a large refugee population for public services and resources. This 

generated a focus on strengthening the political, economic, and social systems and 
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structures that exist at the local and national levels. Individual resilience was more 

narrowly understood as economic self-reliance, with a focus on facilitating access to 

employment – in particular of refugees residing in urban areas. In the words of one 

respondent: “you can’t have resilience if you can’t have the ability to work” (inter-

view 10-J10, INGO). Another respondent in Turkey explained:

From the field we hear that most refugees are thinking about staying 

here. Also, the situation in Syria is not settled down…we don’t know 

if a political solution will come. So, we need to increase refugees’ 

employability, and increase their self-reliance. So, that when they are 

here in Turkey, they are working and generating an income to survive. 

(interview 37-T12, UN agency)

Second, these context-specific understandings of resilience were rationalized 

based on respondents’ understanding of the context as a protracted crisis occur-

ring in middle-income countries. Respondents recognized that the unpredictability 

of the situation in Syria demands thinking beyond the traditional short-term time 

horizons of emergency aid, and towards longer-term solutions, regardless of wheth-

er Turkey, Jordan, and Lebanon have accepted the possibility of refugees’ long-

term presence, let alone employment. According to one respondent:

Resilience means durable, long-term solutions. It includes empower-

ment, community-based protection, it includes improving the capaci-

ty of the state institutions–all these are components of resilience. The 

main idea of resilience is the long-term solutions. Without resilience, 

all solutions are temporary, meaning a waste of money, waste of re-

sources, and waste of time. (interview 39-T14, Turkish CSO)

Respondents felt that ‘resilience-building’ was not only necessary because of the 

protracted nature of the crisis, but also because, unlike the more traditional contexts 

of humanitarian and development work, Turkey, Jordan, and Lebanon are middle-in-

come countries. As a respondent in Jordan observed:

I don’t think anyone would deny the reality that you have a very strong 

structure. It’s a middle- income country, there are qualified profession-

als, there is foreign investment…You have political and bureaucratic 

mechanisms, there is an administration…I mean, it’s a country with a 
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strong state, it’s not as if you were implementing in a failed state like 

Somalia. (interview 13- J13, INGO)

This has required a different way of working, because, as another respondent 

admitted: “Obviously, a lot of us worked in countries where there’s almost no state, 

and we’re used to create these parallel systems because there is no government 

system that can do it” (interview 26-T1, UN agency). In a middle- income country 

context, ‘resilience-building’, in terms of tapping into and strengthening the exist-

ing political, economic, and social systems and infrastructures, makes more sense 

and is more sustainable than setting up parallel structures that disappear once in-

ternational actors leave.

Third, respondents identified two primary practices of resilience-building: Through 

strengthening the ‘humanitarian-development nexus’ and through ‘localization’.

Respondents largely understood the humanitarian-development nexus as a com-

bination of, on the one hand, humanitarian assistance for refugees (i.e., as per the 

traditional UNHCR mandate), and on the other hand, development assistance for 

refugee-hosting states and vulnerable host communities. Especially the dual focus 

on refugees and vulnerable host communities was seen as a necessary strategy to 

prevent potential social tensions resulting from selective aid provision:

It’s a vulnerability approach, which is logical. If you’re living in north-

ern Jordan and suddenly your village has doubled its population, and 

all the Syrians get humanitarian aid…cash assistance…that doesn’t 

work. Everyone realized quite early on that if we don’t also provide 

assistance to host communities, things will go wrong. (interview 9-J9, 

diplomatic mission)

The need to connect humanitarian aid and development assistance was further-

more rooted in respondents’ understanding of crises as complex, where the emer-

gency, early recovery, and development phases overlap rather than form an orderly 

sequence. Donors seem reluctant to accept this reality, however, as a respondent in 

Lebanon described:

Donors were turning a blind eye to the refugees in informal settle-

ments who still have nothing. They’re indebting themselves, they have 

no jobs, and they’re just living by whatever the international commu-

nity provides. Donors kind of decided that this can’t happen anymore, 
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this can’t be there anymore, this only happens at the beginning of a cri-

sis, emergency should be over now, we should focus on other things. 

They would say ‘we’re six years into the crisis, how the heck can you still 

have this?’ (interview 16-L3, INGO)

Another challenge to realizing the humanitarian-develop nexus may be the re-

lationship between UNHCR and UNDP (see also Zetter, 2020). In the words of one 

respondent: “The cultural differences between the organizations, it’s just profound” 

(interview 5-J5, UN agency).

Respondents interpreted localization broadly as the involvement of Turkish, Jor-

danian, and Lebanese actors. At the level of state actors, localization meant own-

ership of the national government and authorities at the local level, e.g., munici-

palities, over the crisis response. Respondents perceived these actors as having the 

ultimate responsibility for responding to the needs of their population – including 

refugees – necessitating their position in ‘the driver’s seat’. At the level of non-state 

state actors, localization meant specific practices within international NGOs, such 

as employing Turkish, Jordanian, Lebanese or Syrian staff and partnering with Turk-

ish, Jordanian, Lebanese, or Syrian-led CSOs. Moreover, localization also involved 

‘building the capacity’ of such partner organizations with a view to an eventual 

handover. These ‘localization strategies’ have led to varying degrees of involve-

ment of Turkish, Jordanian, and Lebanese state and non-state actors, which is dis-

cussed in more detail in the next sub-section.

Summing up, the concept of resilience is largely understood in terms of self-re-

liance, which can be ‘built’ through strengthening the humanitarian-development 

nexus and through localization. What this looks like in practice, however, depends 

on the political, economic, and social context of the three countries. Although a 

systematic country comparison is beyond the scope of this article, the next section 

discusses prominent examples from each country.

The Contextual Limits to ‘Building Resilience’

Turkey

Respondents characterized Turkey, above all, as a strong state with the capacity to 

lead on the response. As one respondent asserted: “Unlike Jordan and Lebanon, 

Turkey is a player in its own right” (interview 20-J14, INGO). Initially, Turkey’s Disaster 

and Emergency Management Presidency (AFAD) was responsible for overseeing 

the crisis response, a role that was later handed over to the Directorate General of 
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Migration Management. Some respondents observed that few international actors 

were used to working in a strong government context:

The UN has experience working with very weak governments. They 

are used to managing everything, getting all the information they 

need. And they thought they could work like that in Turkey. In Jordan, 

the UN agencies are managing everything, the cash programmes, 

collecting iris scan data…you can’t do that in Turkey. (interview 32-T7, 

Turkish CSO)

At the same time, suspicion, expulsion, and detainment of staff have proven Tur-

key a challenging work environment especially for INGOs (see also Boztaş, 2019; 

Cupolo, 2017; Mellen & Lynch, 2017). Respondents pointed out that Turkey wished 

to limit western donors’ influence, accusing international organizations of lacking 

the proper registration or financing terrorist organizations. Nonetheless, the Turkish 

government was seen as understanding of the need for ‘durable solutions’, engag-

ing in particular the Turkish private sector to realize refugee employment.

Typical for Turkey was the rise and professionalization of Syrian-led NGOs (or-

ganizations established by Syrians in Turkey) engaged in both the refugee response 

within Turkey and cross-border operations into Syria. Respondents saw their in-

volvement as an important way to localize the crisis response, but also noted chal-

lenges, in particular with regards to the funding system. Specifically, in the absence 

of a direct link between institutional donors and Syrian-led (or otherwise Turkish, 

Jordanian, and Lebanese) organizations, funding is channelled through INGOs and 

typically limited to project-specific costs, excluding costs related to staff salaries, 

rent, and administration (see also Field, 2016). Donor requirements remain another 

stumbling block, as one respondent explains:

One of the conditions of ECHO is to be registered in Europe for five 

years. So, as a local organization, it’s not possible to get funding from 

ECHO. There are also requirements with regards to capacity…And 

we have been working on our capacity since we registered in Turkey in 

2014, but even then, we’re still a new organization. You can’t expect us 

to live up to the standards of Oxfam or Save the Children. (interview 

38-T13, Syrian-led NGO)

Another respondent shared an example whereby their local partner received a 
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direct grant, but also put this into perspective: “It’s good…but it’s also too late. After 

eight years, we’re talking about one partner who got directly funded by an institu-

tional donor” (interview 27-T2, INGO).

The examples from the Turkish context show how national governments may 

secure state-level localization by limiting the humanitarian space for international 

actors. At the same time, the funding structures of the international aid system limit 

the possibilities for localization at the level of non-state actors. These findings chal-

lenge the concept of localization and the extent to which it can ‘build resilience’.

Jordan

From the start of the crisis, the government of Jordan was involved in decision-mak-

ing, planning, and coordination. It appointed the Ministry of Planning and Inter-

national Cooperation (MoPIC) as lead agency, and established a secretariat and 

information management system. Nonetheless, respondents expressed their frus-

tration with the Jordanian crisis response system in terms of its bureaucracy, lack of 

capacity, and instances of corruption. In particular, respondents complained about 

the time it took government to grant project approval – in some extreme cases tak-

ing over six months or one year. This was dependent on the relationship between 

INGOs and line ministries, as one respondent illustrated:

I had a good relationship with MoPIC, my projects were often ap-

proved within a month. But I remember other organizations had a hell-

ish relationship with them…government is like ‘I don’t like you, you can 

wait’. Why? At the end, I’m sorry to say, it’s personal. (interview 4-J4, 

INGO)

Project approval also depends on how aid is divided between Syrian and Jor-

danian beneficiaries. Respondents explained that under the 3RP protection and 

resilience pillars, projects must target at least 30% and 70% vulnerable Jordanians 

respectively. In this way, Jordan ensures that both humanitarian and development 

assistance benefits its own citizens. As with previous waves of Palestinian and Iraqi 

refugees, several authors have noted Jordan’s tendency to leverage its position as 

a refugee-hosting state to increase access to international aid (Arar, 2017; Kelberer, 

2017; Tsourapas, 2019). Respondents did not seem to find this particularly prob-

lematic, however, justifying this strategy on the basis of Jordan’s stagnant economy, 

high unemployment, and lack of resources.

Under the European Union (EU)-Jordan Compact, Jordan agreed to provisions for 
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refugee employment in exchange for EU aid and the relaxation of the requirements 

for exporting to EU markets. Respondents observed, however, that the nature of the 

Jordanian economy – predominantly informal and largely dependent on the public 

sector and armed forces – makes refugee employment an unlikely reality:

The official figures of more than 100,000 work permits should not be 

taken as the reality, most of them are inactive. It was a condition im-

posed by the international community within the Brussels conference 

and the Jordan Compact, but it’s very difficult for the government to 

put that into place in an informal economy. A lot of Jordanians are 

working informally, they don’t have a contract, they don’t have social 

security, they don’t pay taxes…how can you expect Syrians to have 

a better legal framework than the Jordanians? (interview 13-J13, net-

work organization)

These examples from the Jordanian context show how national governments may 

use the humanitarian- development nexus to capitalize on the presence of refugees. 

The findings also illustrate how, irrespective of international agreements, refugee 

employment ultimately depends on the nature and state of host countries’ econo-

mies. This challenges the usefulness of the concept of resilience, if narrowly defined 

as economic self-reliance.

Lebanon

In Lebanon, the government initially pursued a “policy of no-policy” (Nassar & Stel, 

2019), leaving it up to UNHCR to respond to increasing numbers of Syrian refugees. 

When the Lebanese government eventually intervened, it did so by suspending 

UNHCR’s refugee registration services in 2015 (Janmyr, 2018). Unlike Turkey and 

Jordan, Lebanon did not allow for the establishment of official refugee camps, a de-

cision respondents felt was influenced by Lebanon’s experience of the Palestinian 

refugee camps and their perceived role in the civil war (see also Turner, 2015).

Lebanese authorities have maintained a hostile refugee discourse, emphasizing 

the temporariness of refugees’ stay and calling for their return to Syria. Moreover, it 

has actively created a restrictive environment to discourage refugees from staying 

in Lebanon. Besides the prohibition of refugee employment, high fees for residency 

permits and ambiguous enforcement of fee waivers, curfews, illegal detentions, dis-

crimination and exploitation, the government has publicly attacked international 

actors for providing assistance to refugees. As one respondent pointed out: “pol-
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icymakers and ministers here will accuse anyone, humanitarian agencies, the UN, 

the international community, of wanting the refugees to stay and that this is why they 

are granting so much assistance” (interview 15-L2, UN agency). Another respondent 

illustrated:

There was a lot of momentum when the Russians proposed a plan for 

returning refugees. The Lebanese media and politicians created a real 

hype, because everybody wants the refugees to go back. We spoke out 

against it and said that it’s not safe to go back. UNHCR got hit over 

the head by the foreign minister, and this is why they are still struggling 

to renew the residence permits of their staff. (interview 16-L3, INGO)

Respondents noted resistance from the Lebanese government to the idea of 

resilience (see also Culbertson, Oliker, Baruch & Blum, 2016; Fakhoury, 2019). In 

light of Lebanese politicians’ anti- refugee rhetoric this is not surprising, given the 

conceptualization of resilience as refugees’ economic self-reliance, which necessi-

tates access to employment opportunities. In turn, the government anticipates that 

refugees’ employment would facilitate their integration into Lebanese society rather 

than encourage return to Syria. One respondent suggested that:

They didn’t want to use the 3RP terminology, they used stabilization 

instead. I don’t know what the issue of the government with resilience 

was, I think it was too long-term or something like that. So, they used 

stabilization. But I think even that has worn out, because everybody 

has been overtaken by the reality that this is just a protracted crisis. 

(interview 16-L3, INGO)

What this will mean for Lebanon, that besides the refugee crisis struggles with 

political instability, high unemployment, and more recently, widespread protests 

against corruption, economic collapse, and the outbreak of COVID-19, remains un-

clear. The Lebanese context shows clearly how host country politics characterized 

by hostility and resistance restrict the space for ‘resilience-building’ programmes. 

The findings underline the crucial role of CSOs to navigate the political context and 

find ways to prevent refugees and host communities from becoming increasingly 

vulnerable.

Together, these examples show that within the context of the 3RP, ‘resilience’, 

defined in 3RP documentation as the ability to “anticipate, withstand, recover and 
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transform from shocks and crises” (3RP, 2019, p. 9), narrowly translates into a fo-

cus on economic self-reliance at the individual level, and as crisis management ca-

pacities at the state-level. Justified on the basis of practitioners’ understanding of 

the needs and the context, this interpretation of resilience is put into practice by 

linking humanitarian and development assistance, as well as engaging in practices 

of ‘localization’. Ultimately however, what the concept of resilience can achieve on 

the ground is constrained by the structural challenges inherent to the political and 

economic context, especially the relations between international actors on the one 

hand, and Turkish, Jordanian, Lebanese or Syrian actors on the other hand.

Discussion

This study finds that practitioners converge ‘resilience’ predominantly with ‘self-reli-

ance’, echoing earlier findings by for example Aldunce et al. (2015). Conceptualized 

as economic self-reliance, moreover, resilience mirrors the neoliberal tendencies in 

established refugee self-reliance discourses, which portray the ideal refugee as an 

entrepreneur with “the skills, capacity and agency to stand on their own and sustain 

themselves without depending on external humanitarian aid” (Easton-Calabria & 

Omata, 2018, p. 1458-1459). As Easton-Calabria and Omata (2018) note, however, 

“employment opportunities do not necessarily lead to refugee self-reliance, nor are 

they alone a remedy for protracted situations” (p. 1459).

The examples from Turkey, Jordan, and Lebanon illustrate that refugees’ access 

to employment opportunities hinges on host countries’ willingness to provide the 

necessary enabling environment (Easton-Calabria & Omata, 2018; Krause & Schmidt, 

2020). Resilience-programming, in the form of “market-based skills training and em-

ployability, income generation opportunities and entrepreneurship programmes” 

(3RP, 2019, p. 9) are a farce in the face of poor host economies and hostile political 

environments. Moreover, the reality of refugee employment is often defined by ex-

ploitation, vulnerability, and discrimination (Mencutek & Nashwan, 2019) – unlikely 

antecedents of either self-reliance or resilience. Nonetheless, the focus on access to 

jobs seems firmly entrenched within contemporary refugee governance (UNDP, the 

International Labour Organization [ILO] & the World Food Programme [WFP], 2017).

Despite their convergence in practitioner understandings, resilience and self-re-

liance are not the same thing. As Krause and Schmidt (2020) point out, “self-re-

liance mainly suggests that refugees can support themselves, [whereas] resilience 

indicates their broader ability to absorb and deal with difficult situations and crises” 
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(p. 23). Rather than a similarity to self-reliance or self-reliance as a constitutive ele-

ment, theoretical explorations of resilience instead point to the importance of social 

networks and interdependencies (Aldrich & Meyer, 2015). This demands inquiry 

into the motives behind the coalescence of resilience and self-reliance discourses 

in practice, even more so in the light of indications that self-reliance discourses have 

been used to justify the reduction of assistance (Hunter, 2009).

This study also finds that practitioners understand resilience-building as strength-

ening refugee-hosting states’ capacities to manage the impact of the Syria crisis – in 

particular the pressures created by an increased demand for public services. Inas-

much as Turkish, Jordanian, Lebanese, and Syrian-led CSOs are largely excluded 

by virtue of the very structure of the international crisis response system, ‘localiza-

tion’ is narrowly translated to ‘nationalisation’. Critical analyses of the localization 

agenda within humanitarian and development assistance have already called into 

question the local-international binary that “results in blind spots in the analysis of 

exclusionary practices of humanitarian action” (Roepstorff, 2020, p. 285).

On the one hand, emphasis on the responsibility of the governments of Turkey, 

Jordan, and Lebanon – under the header of ‘localization’ or ‘local ownership’ – di-

verts attention away from the responsibility of the international community to ensure 

more equal burden-sharing. Elsewhere I have argued that under the guise of resil-

ience, the EU pursues a refugee-containment strategy that risks the further destabi-

lization of Jordan and Lebanon rather than ‘build their resilience’ (Anholt & Sinatti, 

2020). On the other hand, nationalisation risks legitimizing what Tsourapas (2019) 

has described as ‘refugee rentiering’. He argues that Turkey, Jordan, and Lebanon 

have employed “their position as host states of forcibly displaced populations to 

extract revenue, or refugee rent, from other state or nonstate actors” (Tsourapas, 

2019, p. 465). In this way, ‘resilience-building’ may be a win-win for refugee-hosting 

states and donor governments wishing to keep refugee populations outside their 

borders, but a lose-lose for refugees.

Conclusions

This article has examined how the concept of resilience is translated into practice. 

Findings from interviews with humanitarian and development practitioners working 

in the context of the 3RP in Turkey, Jordan, and Lebanon illustrate how resilience 

takes on the meaning of self-reliance as it travels from the global to the local and 

from policy to practice. Above all, the findings demonstrate the power of the polit-
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ical and economic context to restrict the agential capacities of ‘translators’, reveal-

ing the limits of what policy buzzwords can achieve on the ground.

For policymakers and practitioners, continuous critical reflection on the interests 

and agendas that inform context-specific interpretations of resilience and wheth-

er ‘resilience-building’ programmes and operational practices actually improve the 

ability of systems and vulnerable populations to recover from crisis is paramount. 

For resilience scholars, the next step is the in-depth examination of the – possibly 

conflicting – arieties of resilience that are likely to exist within and across different 

contexts, how these translate into divergent practices, and what impact these have 

on the ground.





CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION

CHAPTER SIX
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Conclusions and discussion

Main findings

At the end of many of the interviews I held with policymakers and practitioners, I 

asked what they suspected would be the next buzzword. Although their answers 

varied, many suspected ‘resilience’ would be short-lived (as buzzwords usually are) 

and replaced with a new, more ‘buzzier’ buzzword (as usually happens). At the time 

of writing however, resilience has not yet met its end. Instead, it seems to have 

become firmly entrenched within the governance of (in)security, intertwined if not 

contingent on the idea that the world of today is volatile, uncertain, complex, and 

ambiguous – the so-called ‘VUCA’ world. As a silver bullet for the complex nature 

of today’s policy and governance challenges, resilience is about recognizing and ac-

cepting that control is beyond the bounds of possibility. Adapting is the only option 

that remains. You might not be able to stop the waves, but you can learn to surf.

The objective of this dissertation was to understand the significance and implica-

tions of the turn to resilience among actors involved in the global governance of (in)

security – notably the European Union (EU) and in the case of the Regional Refugee 

and Resilience Plan (3RP). The research questions were:

What is the significance and implication of the turn to resilience in the 

global governance of (in)security?

a. How is resilience expressed in policies and programmes in the 

field of security, humanitarian action and development assistance?

b. How do practitioners translate resilience into resilience-building 

interventions?

In this concluding chapter, I first recapitulate my main findings followed by an 

answer to the research questions stated above. Subsequently, I address the impli-

cations of the findings for policy and practice. Next, I discuss the theoretical contri-

butions of this dissertation in relation to different bodies of literature, including se-

curity and European Union (EU) studies, governance and ideational literature, and 

humanitarian and development studies. I conclude the chapter by addressing the 

implications of my findings for the literature on resilience, followed by outlining a 

resilience research agenda.
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Resilience in EU security policy

‘Resilience’ emerged as a new leitmotif for European security with the publication 

of the Global Strategy for Foreign and Security Policy in 2016. Whereas its prede-

cessor, the 2003 European Security Strategy, characterized the times as prosperous 

and free, the Global Strategy did anything but. Instead, it emphasized the Union’s 

existential crisis, and a neighbourhood – to its east and to its south – rife with conflict 

and fragility, which moreover generated vast numbers of irregular migrants and 

refugees. This was now, nonetheless, ‘the new normal’:

“Europeans must accept that crisis and conflict in their ‘near abroad’ is 

the new normal – and that there is much less they can do about it than 

they once hoped” (Witney & Dennison, 2015, p. 1).

In the face of such inevitable insecurity, the EU finds itself unable to effectively 

protect communities, within and outside of Europe, against recurrent crises. Instead, 

it resorts to ‘building resilience’ to ensure capacities necessary to adapt to crisis and 

fragility are in place, especially in ‘countries of origin and transit’. In this way, ‘build-

ing resilience’ is not so much about solving conflict or crisis, but rather about en-

suring that political, social, and economic structures do not collapse when crisis 

or conflict strikes, or at the least, are able to quickly recover. In this way, the Global 

Strategy is much more cautious than the European Security Strategy with regards to 

raising expectations of EU interventions. As the EU argues in the Global Strategy:

“Fragility beyond our borders threatens all our vital interests. By con-

trast, resilience – the ability of states and societies to reform, thus with-

standing and recovering from internal and external crises – benefits 

us and countries in our surrounding regions, sowing the seeds for sus-

tainable growth and vibrant societies … A resilient state is a secure 

state, and security is key for prosperity and democracy” (European 

External Action Service [EEAS], 2016, p. 23).

How does ‘building resilience’ however, sow these ‘seeds for sustainable growth 

and vibrant societies’? To a large extent, the answer to this question lies within the 

EU’s turn to the ‘local’ dimension. By focusing on local capacities to address crisis, 

the Global Strategy signifies a shift away from the top- down interventions based 

on made-in-Brussels blueprints that have repeatedly failed to bring about democ-
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racy and peace. In this way, it is also consistent with a much broader renaissance of 

interests in ‘the local’, which Mac Ginty and Richmond (2013) place within a context 

of local actors that are increasingly assertive and professional on the one hand, 

and international actors that are increasingly less so, on the other. With the Global 

Strategy, the EU seems cognizant of the fact that top-down, “Peace, Inc.” approach-

es do not work without also building peace from the bottom up – at the local level 

(Autesserre, 2020).

For the EU, this ‘local turn’ indicates its recognition of the advantages of tap-

ping into the structures and resources that already exist at the local level – rather 

than setting up unsustainable, parallel structures. Instead, ‘building resilience’ is 

about the role of national governments, of municipalities, of local civil society and 

affected communities. It is about making use of local knowledge, infrastructures, 

and practices to ensure a context-specific approach to addressing crisis – which, 

ultimately, should prove more efficient and effective. Although in this way ‘resil-

ience’ represents a laudable move away from Eurocentric top-down approaches to 

governing insecurity, there are also some drawbacks. These are not just unintended 

consequences, but also constitute more principled critiques with regards to EU 

resilience-thinking.

Most importantly, the emergence of resilience emphasizes local responsibility. 

The EU is clear that ultimately, the responsibility for addressing crises and fragility 

lies with those countries affected by it. Through ‘resilience-building’, via partner-

ships and cooperation agreements such as those with Turkey, Jordan, Lebanon, Lib-

ya, and Morocco, the EU intends to build affected countries’ capacities to adapt to 

crises and fragility. As is argued in the Global Strategy:

“The EU will be a responsible global stakeholder, but responsibility 

must be shared and requires investing in our partnerships. Co-respon-

sibility will be our guiding principle in advancing a rules-based global 

order” (EEAS, 2016, p. 18).

Such a focus on ‘co-responsibility’ is easily interpreted as a way Europe to safe-

guard its own security in a context of intervention fatigue, decreasing budgets, and 

a rise in populism and anti-European sentiments. At the same time, it might also be 

a symptom of the lack of consensus among the EU’s 27 Member States, especially 

when it comes to migration (see for example Badell, 2020). A typical buzzword 

quality, resilience is a concept ambiguous enough to agree on. As Béné et al. (2012) 

state, resilience has a brokering capacity “to bring people (practitioners, policy 
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makers), organizations with different initial agendas, and communities of practice 

from different sectors, together around the same table with the unique objective 

of ‘strengthening resilience’” (p. 45; see also Duffield, 2012; Pospisil & Kühn, 2016; 

Walker & Cooper, 2011).

At the same time, co-responsibility is tricky, because ‘the local’ is not one, uniform 

entity. It consists of diverse actors at different levels, with divergent and possibly con-

flicting interests. Concerns over human rights abuses by EU partners (especially in 

the context of migration and border management and control, see for example Hu-

man Rights Watch, 2020), point to the risks associated with equating ‘the local’ with 

national governments or other local authorities.

In sum, the emergence of resilience in the EU Global Strategy points to a Europe 

that sees itself as threatened by a neighbourhood in crisis. At the same time, it wish-

es to temper expectations of European interventionism, relying instead on ‘building 

the resilience’ of crisis-affected countries through ‘partnerships and collaboration’. 

In this way, affected countries should themselves adapt to and recover from crisis 

and fragility. For the EU, it might be cheaper. But care is necessary in determining 

who is included and excluded when defining ‘local’ in policy and practice.

Resilience in EU humanitarian and development policy

Before resilience emerged in the Global Strategy, the term was well-known with-

in the European Commission’s humanitarian and development circles. It seems to 

have first entered the EU’s humanitarian and development policy discourse with the 

publication of the 2012 report The EU Approach to Resilience: Learning from Food 

Security Crises, based on the lessons learned from the Supporting the Horn of 

African Resilience (SHARE) and the Global Alliance for Resilience Initiative (AGIR) 

programmes. The EU Approach to Resilience lays the conceptual foundation of the 

EU’s understanding of resilience, emphasizing that a) resilience exists at different 

levels – from the individual to communities and beyond; b) resilience encompasses 

the capacity to resist and recover from stresses and shocks; c) resilience demands 

a systems perspective, as well as d) a long-term approach. Moreover, it is consistent 

with the ‘local turn’ discussed above, by acknowledging that:

“Resilience can only be built bottom-up. The starting point for the EU 

approach to resilience therefore is a firm recognition of the leading 

role of partner countries” (European Commission, 2012, p. 11).
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From 2012 onwards, resilience emerged as a key concept in various Commission 

policy documents on humanitarian and development assistance to countries affect-

ed by fragility, conflict, and crisis. Analysing these discourses resulted in three main 

observations about EU resilience-thinking: it highlights the need for strengthening 

the so-called humanitarian-development nexus; in keeping with the Global Strat-

egy, it responsibilizes the governments of crisis-affected countries; and it frames 

refugees as an economic development opportunity for refugee-hosting countries.

First, as an element of EU resilience-thinking, the humanitarian-development 

nexus refers to collaboration between humanitarian and development actors, in 

the manner of working towards collective outcomes. Often, collaboration does not 

concern humanitarian and development actors only, but also peacebuilding actors, 

or the international and local private sector. The idea of the humanitarian- develop-

ment nexus is not new however, and discussions about how to ‘bridge the gap’ be-

tween the two sectors have been held since at least the 1970s (Crisp, 2001). ‘Resil-

ience’, with its focus on crises (the domain of humanitarian actors), and demand for 

a long-term approach (the domain of development actors) naturally brings the two 

together. Not without challenges, however. Whereas development work is inherent-

ly state-based and its objectives thus inherently political, humanitarian action is 

contingent on the humanitarian principles of neutrality, impartiality, and independ-

ent. It is not surprising therefore, that humanitarian actors have criticized resilience 

for politicizing – and thereby jeopardizing – their work (Scott Smith, 2018).

Second, EU resilience-thinking as evident from its humanitarian and develop-

ment policies foregrounds the role and responsibility of local actors, notably na-

tional governments and local authorities – in keeping with resilience discourses 

in the Global Strategy. Third and related, it frames refugees as a an economic de-

velopment opportunity for refugee-hosting countries. Being resilient, then, means 

capitalizing on the opportunities provided by crisis. More specifically, it means fa-

cilitating local (i.e., national) ownership to integrate refugees into national labour 

markets. The idea is that by putting their knowledge and skills to use, refugees can 

contribute to the local economy and overall development of the host country. This 

framing, under the umbrella of ‘resilience-building’, may serve to persuade states 

to facilitate refugees’ access to employment. As is argued in Lives in Dignity: From 

Aid-dependence to Self-reliance:

“Forcibly displaced people are potential workers, professionals, busi-

ness people and development agents. Their participation in local 

economic activity in their host countries can greatly benefit the whole 
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region” (European Commission, 2016, p. 14).

A closer look however, at the EU’s engagement and collaboration with Jordan 

and Lebanon, two countries that host significant numbers of refugees, reveals the 

predominance of the EU’s interest in containing refugees in ‘the region’, i.e., the 

countries around Syria, and minimizing (onwards) migration to the EU. Under the 

guise of building ‘resilience’, Europe mainly promotes refugees’ integration into 

national labour markets. To this end, the EU frames refugees as an economic devel-

opment opportunity for countries such as Jordan and Lebanon. At the same time, 

however, refugees are also constructed as a threat to the economy, social cohesion, 

and political stability of Europe – thereby emphasizing the importance of ‘reception 

in the region’.

Other scholars have similarly observed how EU partnerships and cooperation 

agreements are in fact deterrence strategies repackaged as opportunities for eco-

nomic development (Davis & Ayub, 2017; Panizzon, 2019). At the same time, ‘re-

silience-building’ is a subtle strategy to fortify the ‘Gates of Europe’, more so than 

for example the EU-Turkey deal (Rygiel, Baban, & Ilcan, 2016; Zoomers, van Noor-

loos, & van Liempt, 2018). Perhaps, because buzzwords like resilience “evoke Good 

Things that no-one could possibly disagree with” (Cornwall, 2010, p. 2).

In sum, the roots of EU resilience-thinking can be found within the Commission’s 

humanitarian and development policy. As such, assessing these documents pro-

vides a more nuanced understanding of EU resilience-thinking than relying on the EU 

Global Strategy alone. Many of the aspects that emerged from the Global Strategy, 

such as the role of local actors and collaboration across sectors, were already part 

of resilience-thinking within the Commission. Looking at the EU’s commitment to 

‘building resilience’ in Jordan and Lebanon, however, reveals a strategy for contain-

ing refugees ‘in the region’ and preventing migration to the EU. This risks contrib-

uting to, rather than mitigating, the fragility of countries like Jordan and Lebanon, 

which besides a refugee crisis, are also grappling with economic crises, soaring 

unemployment, social tensions, and resource scarcity.

Resilience in practice: The case of the 3RP

The Regional Refugee and Resilience Plan (3RP) has been an extremely valuable 

case to study what ‘resilience-building’ means in practice. Being one of the largest 

United Nations (UN) operations to date, it covers five countries (Turkey, Jordan, Leb-

anon, Iraq, and Egypt) and includes over 270 actors (Donini, 2016; Gonzalez, 2016). 
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Moreover, it implements many of the elements of resilience present in EU security, 

humanitarian, and development policy: it foregrounds the role of national govern-

ments; the programme itself is an instance of the humanitarian-development nexus; 

and it intends to build refugees’ economic ‘self-reliance’ by lobbying for access to 

employment opportunities. Exploring how this is all translated to practice however, 

we find that whether and how any of these aspects are implemented is largely de-

termined by each refugee-hosting country’s political, economic, and social context.

First, as within EU policy, the 3RP emphasizes the role of national governments. 

The so-called ‘localization agenda’ thus translates narrowly into national ownership 

over the crisis response. In practice, the 3RP is an umbrella for five country-specific 

national plans, such as the Jordan Response Plan or the Lebanon Crisis Response 

Plan, which is a collaboration between the national government and the two 3RP 

co-leads; the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and the UN Develop-

ment Programme (UNDP).

Relationships among these actors are not always smooth. In Turkey, there is sus-

picion and distrust towards international non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in 

particular, which has resulted in some organizations being expelled from the country. 

Jordan has been accused of refugee-rentiering, employing its “position as [a host 

state] of forcibly displaced populations to extract revenue, or refugee rent, from 

other state or nonstate actors” (Tsourapas, 2019, p. 465). In Lebanon, relations 

between the government and international actors has been conflictual from the 

moment more and more refugees crossed the Syrian border with Lebanon; the Leb-

anese government maintains an openly hostile environment towards both refugees 

and international actors.

Local civil society has been largely excluded by virtue of the very structure of in-

ternational crisis response systems, especially with regards to funding. This means 

that their role more often than not is limited to implementing programmes thought 

out by international actors. Nonetheless, especially Lebanon and Turkey boast a 

vibrant civil society, the latter in particular up and coming refugee-led aid organi-

zations. Without facilitating these local NGOs by for example establishing linkages 

between them and institutional donors (without international NGOs as intermedi-

ates), the ‘localization agenda’ remains a top-down exercise with little likeness to a 

bottom-up approach.

Second, like EU policy, the 3RP emphasizes the need to strengthen the human-

itarian-development nexus. In fact, the programme is in itself an instance of hu-

manitarian-development nexus work, as it is co-led by the UNHCR and UNDP, and 

encompasses a protection pillar (focused on refugees, a traditional humanitarian 
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mandate) as well as a ‘resilience’ pillar (focused on national governments and host 

communities, a traditional development mandate). In this way, the nexus is about 

the comparative advantage of each actor’s knowledge and skills, and harnessing 

these to work towards collective outcomes. In Jordan, the Ministry of Planning and 

International Cooperation established rules that demand every project addresses 

the needs of both refugees and Jordanian host communities. At the same time, this 

has also revealed the limits to nexus work posed by donors, who are often inflexible 

about how funding is spent. A related challenge is that whereas most funding is 

project-based, meaning aid organizations spend significant amounts of time ‘chas-

ing funding’, humanitarian funding in particular is short-term, often only six months 

or a year. In order to do resilience work, which is by its very nature long-term, hu-

manitarian funding needs to become available over multiple years. Calls for mul-

ti-year funding are becoming increasingly louder.

Third, within both policy and practice, there seems to be a tendency to con-

verge resilience with economic self-reliance. Access to employment, as goes the 

argument, ensures refugees are no longer dependent on external actors, ensures 

refugees contribute to host society economies, and allows for budgets to be spent 

elsewhere. Arguably, the image many aid workers have of refugees stuck in large- 

scale camps for decades without any form of perspective enhances the appeal of 

economic self-reliance. At the same time however, resilience and self-reliance are 

not the same thing, and more is probably needed to build a broader range of ca-

pacities to cope with recurrent crises (Easton-Calabria & Omata, 2018). For exam-

ple, theoretical explorations of (societal) resilience point to networks and interde-

pendencies, as well as access to resources as important determinants of resilience. 

Access to employment is thus a narrow interpretation of resilience, which in reality 

moreover is often defined by exploitation, vulnerability, and discrimination (Men-

cutek & Nashwan, 2019).

In addition, access to employment depends on whether national governments 

are willing to provide the necessary enabling environment. Whereas in Turkey, much 

work is done together with the Turkish private sector to provide refugees with em-

ployment, the picture looks less rosy in Jordan and Lebanon. Even though Jordan 

agreed to provide 200.000 work permits for Syrian refugees in exchange for EU aid, 

the majority of these work permits remain unused partly due to the predominantly 

informal nature of Jordan’s economy and high unemployment rates. In Lebanon, 

refugees are not allowed to work. Instead, the government insist on their stay being 

temporary and return to Syria as the only acceptable solution to the crisis.

In sum, looking deeper into the practice of ‘resilience-building’, shows how such 
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policy ideas play out on the ground. The implementation and impact of locali-

zation, the humanitarian-development nexus, and resilience-as-self-reliance, are 

largely dependent on the political, economic, and social context of crisis-affected 

countries. Although more attention to local knowledge and skills, cross-sectoral 

programming, and access to employment for refugees are, on the face of it, posi-

tive developments, the biggest risk is that ‘resilience-building’ becomes a win-win 

for refugee-hosting states receiving international aid and donor governments wish-

ing to keep refugee populations outside their borders, but a lose-lose for refugees.

Answering the research questions

Originally a development concept, ‘resilience’ has been extended into humani-

tarian action (and in particular, from its use in disaster risk reduction to addressing 

human-made crises), and subsequently spread to the area of security. With regards 

to governing (in)security, the idea of resilience refers to the capacities that allow 

an entity (from an individual to a state) to adapt to insecurity and recover from it – 

ranging from political instability, armed conflict, terrorism, humanitarian crises, and 

migration. The rise of resilience seems to be contingent on (and an answer to) a 

worldview that, borrowing from systems thinking and complexity theory, sees un-

certainty as the hallmark of our times. In lieu of control, impact mitigation becomes 

a second best.

The turn to resilience has had an impact on the policy and practice of govern-

ing (in)security. First, there is a greater emphasis on the responsibility of crisis-af-

fected countries – regardless of the root causes of crisis. Second, there is a focus 

on enhancing vulnerable populations’ (economic) self-reliance through access to 

employment, unsurprising perhaps in a context of continuous budget cuts for inter-

national assistance. Third, a greater role is assigned to local actors at macro, meso, 

and micro level – in line with the adage “as local as possible, as international as nec-

essary” (Barbelet, 2018, para. 1). Fourth, there is greater emphasis on collaboration 

between a wide variety of governance actors – from governments and donors to 

international and local NGOs, and affected communities themselves. In particular, 

collaboration is understood to necessarily cut across sectors (e.g., involvement of 

the private sector) and policy areas (e.g., humanitarian-development nexus).

Ultimately, the way in which the concept of resilience is understood and used 

by actors such as the EU and those involved in the 3RP, seems to have very little 

to do with the vernacular understanding of the word resilience – as ‘fortitude after 

adversity’. Containing large numbers of refugees in a region marked by political 
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instability, economic crises, unemployment, social tensions, and resource scarcity, 

will do little for countries, communities, and individuals’ ability to recover from an 

ongoing crisis. In fact, such a strategy is more likely to increase vulnerabilities and 

jeopardize what resilience capacities are present within communities and local in-

stitutions. Whereas building national crisis management capacities and access to 

employment is valuable in and of itself, it does not determine resilience as such – 

resilience and (economic) self-reliance are not synonymous.

This does not necessarily constitute a gap between policy and practice – rather, 

there is a divergence between existing theories of what kind of quality ‘resilience’ 

is in people and various kinds of social, economic, political, and environmental sys-

tems and how it is used in the context of governing (in)security. Indeed, the prob-

lem does not lie with resilience as a concept itself. It will always be useful, in line 

with resilience-thinking in psychology, to generate knowledge around what helps 

individuals, communities, organizations and even states to recover from adverse 

events. Just as much as it is necessary to understand vulnerabilities (so that they can 

be mitigated), it is necessary to understand ‘resilience’ (so it can be strengthened 

or facilitated) – both are necessary. It becomes problematic however, when security 

interests form the starting point for understanding a concept that inherently ambig-

uous (because it necessitates asking resilience against what, of whom, and by what 

means), ‘resilience-building interventions’ are unlikely to sustainably increase vul-

nerable populations’ nor crisis-affected states’ self-reliance, nor their capacity to re-

cover from and adapt to insecurity. It becomes problematic when it is employed by 

governance actors to further their security interests – by virtue of which some of the 

policies and programmes implemented are not only ineffective, but also harmful.

This is not to say that the concept of resilience is always consciously used as a 

strategy to ‘cover up’ ulterior motives. As we have seen throughout the preceding 

chapters, resilience encompasses inherent positive qualities, notions that speak of 

survival, strength, independence, and agency. A focus on (enhancing) such qualities 

may be a breath of fresh air in fields that have traditionally concentrated on (ad-

dressing) vulnerability and suffering. It thus comes down to how resilience is trans-

lated by all kinds of governance actors from a theoretical concept broadly related 

to recovery, to a global policy concept that emphasizes economic self-reliance, and 

subsequently to ‘resilience-building’ programmes that aim to provide work permits 

to Syrian refugees in Jordan. Ultimately, processes of translation, and thus the role 

of ideas in policy implementation, may be more important than scholars have thus 

far realized.
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Implications for policy and practice

The findings discussed above have several implications for both policy and practice.

First, the current findings, in line with previous research (Aldunce, Beilin, Howden 

& Handmer, 2015; Krause & Schmidt, 2020), show that practitioners’ understandings 

of resilience closely echo the concept of self-reliance. Connotations of self-reliance 

can also be found in EU policy discourses of resilience – in other words, the con-

vergence of resilience and self-reliance is not merely a ‘translation issue’. Although 

resilience appears to have intuitive undertones of ingenuity and resourcefulness in 

the face of adverse events, it is not necessarily the same as the significantly more 

narrow concept of self-reliance – let alone economic self-reliance.

Self-reliance is about vulnerable populations having the “skills, capacity and 

agency to stand on their own and sustain themselves without depending on ex-

ternal humanitarian aid” (Easton-Calabria & Omata, 2018, p. 1458-1459). Closely 

related, the 3RP translates resilience into “market-based skills training and em-

ployability, income generation opportunities and entrepreneurship programmes” 

(3RP, 2019, p. 9). Whereas self-reliance “mainly suggests that refugees can sup-

port themselves” (Krause and Schmidt, 2020, p. 23), resilience points to a “broader 

ability to absorb and deal with difficult situations and crises” (Krause and Schmidt, 

2020, p. 23). As such, it emphasizes rather than excludes the importance of social 

networks and interdependencies (Aldrich & Meyer, 2015).

Various issues exist with the narrow translation of resilience into the economic 

self-reliance – and therefore, programmes that focus on access to jobs – for vulnera-

ble populations affected by crisis. First, employment is difficult to realize in the face 

of poor host economies and hostile political environments

especially when the number of refugees per capita is significant. Second, the 

reality of refugee employment is often defined by exploitation, vulnerability, and 

discrimination (Mencutek & Nashwan, 2019). This would neither be indicative of 

independence from, i.e., no need of, external humanitarian assistance, nor of resil-

ience in the sense of recovery from crisis. Instead, a focus on developing social net-

works, not just between refugees, but also between refugees and host communi-

ties, and between vulnerable populations and national and sub-national authorities 

is crucial. Tippens’ (2020) notion of ‘resilience within networked communities’ may 

provide a useful starting point. But even she cautions that “community resilience or 

group functioning in times of distress should not be considered a substitute for req-

uisite structural and policy changes needed to improve the lives of urban refugees” 

(Tippens, 2020, p. 56). Ultimately, what is necessary to build resilience is politicians 
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and a government that people can hold accountable.

The above also points to the importance of engaging with crisis-affected commu-

nities to find out what their interpretations of resilience are, and what they believe 

is necessary to ensure their own and their community’s resilience. This is important, 

because there has also been backlash from communities against being labelled 

‘resilient’ by external actors. This has been the case for example in New Orleans, 

where Tracie Washington from the Louisiana Justice Institute initiated the campaign 

‘Don’t call me resilient again!’ (Kaika, 2017; Kang, 2018). In Lebanon, there has 

been similar backlash against the common saying that ‘the Lebanese are resilient’ 

in the face of enduring and accumulating crises (Chahine, 2020; Mounzer, 2020). 

As Chahine (2020) puts it, “romanticizing the Lebanese’s ability to be resilient and 

rise again and again keeps [them] in the same loop of suffering, instead of allowing 

[them] to move forward” (para. 11).

Although the ‘localization’ agenda builds on decades of work done on ideas such 

as ‘local ownership’ in humanitarian action (Pouligny, 2009) and ‘participation’ in 

development (Cornwall, 2006), understandings of ‘the local’ remain underdevel-

oped and its juxtaposition with ‘the international’ problematic (Roepstorff, 2020). 

During my research, I encountered an active local civil society, especially in Leb-

anon and Turkey. In Turkey, there were various Syrian-led CSOs working both on 

the refugee response inside Turkey as well as engaging in cross-border work into 

northern Syria. Even though these organizations have the potential to grow quickly 

in terms of expertise, capacity, and professionalism, they have very little access to 

funding. An assessment conducted in 2017 concludes that:

“INGOs continue to receive the lion’s share or grants due to their abili-

ty to meet strict donor requirements and humanitarian principles, even 

when they are largely unable to cross the border and operate inside 

Syria. While INGOs have made efforts to build Syrian CSO capacity to 

allow for more partnership funding, formally registered Syrian organ-

izations in Turkey continue to be largely bypassed by donors due to 

bureaucracy, perceptions of risk, low capacity, and a lack of coordinat-

ed investment in programs and approaches that recognize them as 

leaders in the crisis response. The resulting subcontracts and partner-

ship agreements with Syrian CSOs often do not sufficiently cover costs, 

placing these organizations at risk by preventing them from planning 

beyond the short-term” (Building Markets, 2018, p. 6).
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If localization is to be more than a good intention, advocacy should target (insti-

tutional) donors first and foremost in order to lift some of the barriers to funding 

local actors, including existing practices of risk management among both financial 

institutions and NGOs (Gordon, 2020). At the same time, localization is not about 

financing alone; local actors must be “involved in the entire programme cycle: 

needs assessment, programme design and delivery and final review and evaluation” 

(OECD, 2017, p. 6). There is a need for clear policy guidelines on how UN agencies 

and INGOs should work with refugee-led organizations in practice (Pincock, Betts, 

& Easton-Calabria, 2021). Such guidelines should, moreover, reflect an awareness 

of the structural power inequalities between the various actors in crisis governance. 

Although recent calls for the ‘decolonization of aid’ seem to be promising steps 

forward in addressing these, this movement may in itself exclude the perspectives of 

crisis-affected communities (Khan, 2021). Policymakers, practitioners, and scholars 

could more closely collaborate to map and address the structural barriers to local-

ization.

For the EU, despite its framing of refugees as a ‘development opportunity’, its 

turn to ‘resilience- building’ in refugee-hosting countries betrays a predominance 

of strategies aimed at deterrence and containment of refugees in ‘the region’. More 

equal burden-sharing, not just between EU Member States but also between Europe 

and those countries neighbouring Syria, will remain crucial to ensure the stability of 

Lebanon and Jordan in particular, and in extension, the security of Europe and its 

southern neighbourhood.

The discussion on burden-sharing is not new (e.g., Suhrke, 1998), and various 

scholars have tried to understand why existing burden-sharing mechanisms, both 

at EU and international level, have remained ineffective, or have proposed policy re-

forms for more effective burden-sharing systems and mechanisms (Bauböck, 2018; 

Ineli-Ciger, 2019; Jones & Teytelboym, 2017; Thielemann, 2018). The deterrence 

objectives of current approaches to managing migration “undermine burden-shar-

ing efforts and instead legitimize burden-shiften practices” (Thielemann, 2018, p. 

79). What burden-sharing – among EU Member States and internationally – should 

look like, constitutes an entire field of research in itself and would be difficult to 

answer within the scope of a study on resilience. Ultimately, my findings point to 

the need for continuous critical reflection on the interests and agendas that inform 

taken-for-granted interpretations of resilience, and whether ‘resilience-building’ 

programmes and related operational practices actually improve the ability of vul-

nerable individuals and social, economic, and political systems more broadly, to 

recover from crisis.
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Theoretical contributions

The findings discussed above have implications for various bodies of literature, in-

cluding security and EU studies, governance and ideational literature, and human-

itarian and development studies. I discuss these briefly in turn. The contributions to 

the resilience literature is discussed in the section that follows, which I conclude by 

outlining a resilience research agenda.

Security and EU studies

Various scholars have discussed the shift from government to governance in the 

domain of (international) security (Kirchner & Sperling, 2007; Krahmann, 2003; 

Sperling & Webber, 2019). The findings within this dissertation illustrate not only 

how a wide variety of actors work together in ‘building resilience’ against crisis 

and insecurity, but also how individual actors like the EU, emphasize collaboration 

across both sectors and levels (regional, national, sub-national) within their secu-

rity policies. The 3RP programme in particular, spanning across five countries and 

including more than 270 actors from UN agencies and (donor) governments to (in-

ternational) NGOs and private sector actors, may serve as a model case for future 

studies of collaborative security governance. In particular, although much of the 

(security) governance literature describes a retreat of the state as a security provider 

(Krahmann, 2005; Sperling & Webber, 2019), governments seem nonetheless to 

retain (or regain) a central role due to the focus on ‘local actors’ – especially those at 

the national level. In addition, the findings point to the impact of power inequalities 

among security and crisis governance actors – which in turn stymies the ‘localization 

agenda’, especially where it concerns local non-state actors, which are excluded by 

the very nature of the international system. This point is further discussed below, in 

relation to governance literature.

The EU, for whom the new Global Strategy for Foreign and Security Policy has 

been important to assert itself as a security actor (Mälksoo, 2016), has turned to ‘re-

silience’ following other foreign policy and security actors, such as NATO and the 

UN. Importantly, resilience – that of the EU itself as well as its neighbourhood – is 

regarded as a ‘silver bullet’ against insecurity and uncertainty. As Tocci (2020) notes:

“not only does the EU consider itself to be surrounded by a proverbial 

‘ring of fire,’ it also fears that it may be set alight itself, and that the 

multilateral rules-based order within which it was embedded since its 
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inception may be crumbling before its eyes. It is thus not only the re-

silience of states and societies in its surrounding regions that the EU 

must cater for, but also its own resilience as well as the resilience of 

multilateralism worldwide” (p. 192).

With its intuitive positive connotations of survival – absorption, adaptation, re-

covery, and transformation – in the face of adverse events, ‘resilience’ seems to con-

tradict some of the ways in which ‘resilience-building’ plays out in practice – with 

potentially negative implications for the EU’s legitimacy as a problem-solver (Mur-

ray & Longo, 2018). This is particularly fuelled by the violation of the human rights of 

refugees and irregular migrants in the countries where the EU is ‘building resilience’ 

in exchange for refugee reception (or containment), as well as the violation of its 

own norms and principles that play out on the Mediterranean waters (Barbulescu, 

2017; Moreno-Lax, 2018). On the other hand, Perkowski (2016) argues, the “out-

sourcing of violence, death and legal responsibility to third states could further re-

inforce a vision of a morally and legally superior EUrope, surrounded by a ‘barbaric’ 

neighbourhood: the ‘crisis’ would no longer be EUropean” (p. 333).

A closely related debate my findings contribute to concerns the securitization of 

(forced) migration and humanitarian crises more broadly. Since at least the 1980s, 

migration has increasingly been constructed as “a challenge to the welfare state 

and to the cultural composition of the nation” (Huysmans, 2000, p. 756). The 9/11 

attacks in 2001 moreover, consolidated the securitization of migration by firmly 

linking it to the threat of terrorism (Collyer, 2006; Karyotis, 2007). The problematic, 

as Wæver (1995) has argued, is that

“security, as with any other concept, carries with it a history and a set 

of connotations that it cannot escape. At the heart of the concept we 

still find something to do with defense and the state. As a result, ad-

dressing an issue in security terms still evokes an image of threat-de-

fense, [and moreover] allocating to the state an important role in ad-

dressing it” (p. 47)

The effects of which are not only the criminalization of refugees and (irregular) 

migrants, but has also allowed for the weaponization of vulnerable populations, or 

what Greenhill (2010) has called ‘weapons of mass migration’. If security interests 

ultimately guide the translation of resilience from policy to practice, there may be 

little hope that ‘resilience-building’ interventions will actually result in the enhanced 
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coping capacities of vulnerable populations in the face of crisis and adversity.

Governance and ideational literature

The actors involved in governance will, more likely than not, have different and 

possibly conflicting interests. Likewise, they will differ with respect to legitimacy, 

skill and capacity, access to resources, and power. Indeed, where a wide variety of 

actors is involved in addressing crisis – from the international to the local and from 

government to civil society – there are bound to be power inequalities.

The 3RP is a case in point. There are vast power differences between donor 

governments and national governments, between UN agencies and internation-

al NGOs and local civil society organisations, between interveners and affected 

communities. Although numerous global initiatives exist to level the playing field, 

especially for ‘local’ actors, they have yet to produce substantial results. For exam-

ple, although donors and humanitarian organizations have committed to ensure “at 

least 25 per cent of humanitarian funding [goes] to local and national responders 

as directly as possible” (Grand Bargain, 2016, p. 5), a mere 2.1% of funding went 

directly to local and national actors in 2019 – a decrease from 3.5% in 2018 (Devel-

opment Initiatives, 2020).

Even if power asymmetries shape governance, “little theory exists to guide con-

veners, participants, and researchers in understanding how power shapes collabora-

tive processes and outcomes” (Purdy, 2012, p. 410). Scholars have looked for exam-

ple at the nature of power and its role in governance (Purdy, 2016); the sources of 

power and the arenas that provide opportunities for exercising power (Purdy, 2012); 

the interplay between power and trust (Ran & Qi, 2019); and the circumstances un-

der which power-sharing contributes to effective collaborative governance (Ran & 

Qi, 2018). The latter line of research is particularly interesting in the context of crisis 

governance, because local actors (e.g., affected communities, local civil society, 

local authorities) are better placed to design and carry out interventions (Autesserre, 

2020).

In addition, the current findings illustrate the importance of ideas in processes 

of governance. When translated to practice, policy ideas are given new and con-

textualized meanings by the (powerful) actors involved in governance. Moreover, 

considerable disparities can exist between the interests that these new meanings 

are indicative of, the interests of other governance actors, and what is possible in 

the operational context. As such, policy implementation is by no means a merely 

‘technical’ issue, void of politics (Howlett, 2018). Policy scholars interested in ide-
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as, should not forget implementation as a distinct (and interesting!) feature of the 

policy process, and further theoretical development of the nature of ideas and how 

they function (especially at the fourth level, between policy and implementation, 

see figure 3, p. 37) is crucial. In the same vein, scholars of policy implementation 

should not overlook the role of ideas. Rather, improving our understanding of the 

‘ideas-implementation nexus’ (Béland & Ridde, 2016) requires collaboration and 

exchange among these different sub-disciplines.

As discussed in the introduction, though there is a wealth of literature on the role 

of ideas in policymaking, it is relatively overlooked when it comes to policy imple-

mentation (Béland & Ridde, 2016; Ciccia & Lombardo, 2019). Moreover, Howlett 

(2018) points out that policy implementation scholarship is characterized by a lack 

of theory. As such, there are many opportunities to theoretically develop the role of 

ideas in policy implementation further. Carstensen and Schmidt’s (2016) notion of 

‘ideational power’ may prove an interesting starting point for exploring the linkages 

between ideas, implementation, and power. Béland and Ridde (2016) for example, 

point to the role of ideas in the support for or opposition to a policy among its im-

plementing actors – and by this mechanism, its success or failure. This points to the 

value of research on what factors determine the various ways in which ‘translators’ 

‘translate’.

Humanitarian and development studies

The world of international aid is prone to buzzwords (Cornwall & Brock, 2005; Corn-

wall & Eade, 2010). They signify “en vogue ways of thinking … Buzzwords can 

thus galvanize attention for development problems by framing them in new and 

more productive ways that appeal to those with power and resources [emphasis 

in original]” (Schnable, DeMattee, Sullivan Robinson, & Brass, 2021, p. 27). My 

findings show that rather than taking buzzwords for granted or dismissing them, 

their deconstruction may reveal multiple layers of meaning, ‘assemblages’ of ideas, 

assumptions, ideologies, and world views that represent the ‘en vogue’ logics of 

intervention. They are fluid, moreover, because whenever buzzwords are translated 

from policy to practice, the underlying ideas and beliefs are transformed in accord-

ance with the specific local political, economic, and social context.

‘Resilience’, until recently fairly limited to the policy and practice of disaster risk 

reduction, is now ubiquitous among both development and humanitarian actors – 

including the EU – especially with regards to responding to refugee crises. In this 

way, the emergence of resilience is linked to a convergence of humanitarian and 
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development thinking brought about by the protracted nature of contemporary 

(refugee) crises. As Gabiam (2016) notes:

“rather than addressing refugee crises primarily through the language 

of emergency and the provision of relief, humanitarian actors are put-

ting increasing emphasis on addressing both the long-term welfare of 

refugees and the impact of their protracted displacement on host-so-

cieties. Resilience, sustainability, and self-reliance, terms that are cur-

rently in vogue in the development world, are increasingly being asso-

ciated with refugees [emphasis in original]” (p. 382-383).

Indeed, humanitarian actors increasingly recognize that their classic, short-term 

approach is insufficient to address contemporary – and often protracted – refu-

gee crises. Moreover, humanitarian organizations have had to refocus their efforts 

on refugees living in urban areas rather than refugee camps, often among vulnera-

ble host populations (Ward, 2014). As such, they look to longer-term approaches 

and programmes that are common in development, such as livelihoods (Ayoubi 

& Saavedra, 2018; Easton- Calabria, 2015). Development actors are, at the same 

time, increasingly engaging not only in fragile and conflict affected contexts, but 

also in refugee crises (Mattner, 2008). UNDP’s position paper A resilience-based de-

velopment response to the Syria crisis is a prime example of this shift (UNDP, 2014). 

As Harild and Christensen (2010) argue in a background note for the 2011 World 

Development Report:

“Both in return situations and in protracted displacement situations 

where return is not possible, the activities required to promote sustain-

able solutions for either refugees or IDPs need to go beyond humani-

tarian assistance and address the development issues associated with 

reintegration, service delivery, livelihood restoration, and governance. 

Forced displacement therefore constitutes a significant development 

challenge for the countries with refugees and IDPs, and for the inter-

national community” (p. 4).

The decades-old challenge that remains is how to bridge the ‘gap’ between 

humanitarian action and development assistance, or in contemporary terms: how 

to strengthen the humanitarian-development nexus (Crisp, 2001). Much more re-

search is needed on how ‘the nexus’ – the newest buzzword – works in practice, 
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especially considering humanitarians’ critique that working alongside development 

actors politicizes their work, thereby challenging the principles that form the foun-

dation of humanitarianism (Lie, 2020; Médecins sans Frontières, 2016; Scott-Smith, 

2018). Governance theories may be especially helpful in theorizing joint-up action 

across policy siloes. Few scholars are already engaging with the concept of ‘human-

itarian governance’ (Barnett, 2013; Hilhorst, Desportes & de Milliano, 2019), but 

much more work needs to be done in order to bring these literatures meaningfully 

together.

Finally, my findings point to the linkages between ‘resilience’ and the need for 

context-specific, localized responses. There is a long history of engagement among 

both scholars and practitioners with ‘participation’, ‘partnership’, ‘local ownership’, 

and the like (Edjus, 2017; Richmond, 2012). Similarly, the New Way of Working, 

an outcome document from the 2016 World Humanitarian Summit emphasizes a 

“shift to ‘reinforce and do not replace’ the roles of national and local actors” (UNO-

CHA, 2017, p. 7). Nonetheless, myriad challenges remain to the implementation of 

the ‘localization agenda’, as the current system of international aid and assistance 

is profoundly shaped by the inequality between ‘international’ (i.e., western) and 

‘local’ (i.e., from the crisis-affected country) actors. There is an urgent need for 

research that interrogates the barriers to localization at various levels, as well as 

thoughtful analyses of successful cases of localization.

In the next section, I will discuss the contribution of the current study to the liter-

ature on resilience and conclude by outlining a research agenda.

Outlining a research agenda for resilience

As I have shown in the introduction of my dissertation, the literature on resilience 

spans multiple decades and various, diverse scientific disciplines. Only recently 

however, have scholars begun to explore resilience-as-governance, as a set of ide-

as that inform the conduct of governance actors – what I have termed ‘governance 

rationality’. My hope is, that by engaging with the literature on (security) govern-

ance, ideas, and translation, my research has made a contribution to the theoretical 

development of resilience-as-governance that other scholars of resilience find use-

ful. Through my empirical case studies, I hope I have been able to substantiate and 

demonstrate the value of the resilience-as-governance perspective, that may seem 

to bear little resemblance to the resilience-as-a-quality perspective. My case studies 

also illustrate how the understanding and implementation of resilience is contin-
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gent on ‘translators’ (e.g., politicians, policymakers, and practitioners) as well as a 

variety of contextual factors (e.g., the place and time in which ‘resilience-building’ 

is implemented).

An important finding is that our (theoretical) understanding of resilience as a 

governance rationality and the particular forms it takes on the ground, cannot be 

disentangled from the answers to the three central questions: resilience to what; 

resilience of whom; and resilience by what means? On a general level, we see that 

the turn to resilience is intricately linked to the perception of the world as volatile, 

uncertain, complex, and ambiguous – the so-called ‘VUCA’ world – and that al-

though ‘resilience-building’ is a collaborative effort, it is those affected by insecurity 

who have been assigned the primary responsibility for becoming ‘resilient’. Those 

that do the ‘assigning’ of responsibility are those institutes that have embraced 

‘resilience-building’ as a strategy to address conflict and fragility – such as the EU. 

The ones who make the decisions (to ‘build resilience’), and those at the receiving 

end at those decisions (who are required to become ‘resilient’) are not one and 

the same. Because the form of ‘resilience-building’ and therefore, the form of the 

‘resilience’ that is built, is contingent on the social, political, economic, and institu-

tional contexts, the answer to the third question, ‘resilience by what means’, always 

depends on the answers to the preceding questions.

Studying resilience as a governance rationality is about studying discourses and 

practices rather than resilience as a measurable phenomenon. This particular start-

ing point does not allow for assessing what resilience as a quality of a ‘system’, e.g., 

an individual, community, organization, or state, entails. Rather, it focuses on the 

different understandings and uses of the concept by various governance actors. As 

such, resilience itself does not have a fixed identity above and beyond perhaps its 

vernacular use as ‘fortitude after adversity’. Yet even then, ideas around fortitude, 

recovery, and adaptation are far from fixed and ultimately, profoundly subjective. 

Due to this focus, the burgeoning literature on resilience- as-governance (Chan-

dler, 2020; Juncos & Joseph, 2019; Korosteleva, 2020; Tocci, 2020) is unmistakably 

distinct from the disciplines that first engaged with resilience, such as psycholo-

gy, ecology, and disaster studies, which assume the existence of resilience as an 

objective, measurable quality. There are also similarities, however. The meanings 

identified within policy and among practitioners betray conceptual linkages with 

for example post-traumatic growth from psychology, systems thinking and adap-

tation from ecology, and the notion of ‘building back better’ from disaster studies, 

policy, and practice. Indeed, even if resilience takes on new meanings as it travels 

across theoretical, policy, and practice domains, it also carries traces – some explic-
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it, others implicit – of its conceptual history. As such, resilience is not a ‘profoundly 

empty’ concept (Sehgal, 2015). Rather, as Konnikova (2016) asserts, “[i]n recent 

years, we’ve taken to using the term sloppily – but our sloppy use doesn’t mean 

that it hasn’t been usefully and precisely defined” (para. 15), such as in psychology, 

ecology, and undoubtedly, many other disciplines. The question is how we might 

(re)connect these diverse disciplines and policy areas.

Resilience research in security studies perhaps bears greatest similarity to risk 

studies, which theorizes resilience as a risk management strategy that revolves 

around impact mitigation rather than prevention. Risk scholars have done – and 

still do – substantial work on the nature of risk and the possibility of prediction 

and risk modelling (e.g., Aradau & van Munster, 2013). The strand of resilience re-

search that has taken up these sort of questions now focuses on governance in the 

‘Anthropocene’ (e.g., Chandler, Grove, & Wakefield, 2020), the current geological 

epoch – and perhaps a buzzword in itself – characterized by the “impacts of human 

activities on earth and atmosphere … at all, including global, scales” (Crutzen & 

Stoermer, 2000, p. 17).

The Anthropocene, Chandler (2020) argues, signifies a collapse of the internal 

and the external – the realization that existing “understandings of humanity as 

somehow separate to, or apart from, the non- human world were false” (p. 197). 

There is no difference between so-called ‘external risks’ and what Giddens called 

‘manufactured risks’ or ‘manufactured uncertainty’, “created by the very progres-

sion of human development” (Giddens, 1999, p. 4; Giddens & Pierson, 1998). In 

this way, the Anthropocene challenges current approaches to resilience, because

“resilience is still a ‘modern’ construction which assumes that prob-

lems are ‘external’ and that we need to develop policy solutions to 

maintain and to enable our existing modes of being in the face of 

shocks and perturbations … Thus policy interventions with the inten-

tion of building societal resilience, rather than halting or slowing down 

the process of environmental destruction and exhaustion, can in fact 

be seen as part of the problem rather than the solution” (Chandler, 

2020, p. 198-201).

In fact, the tendency of existing resilience discourses to locate shocks outside 

of society underlies some of the eminent critiques that the subject of resilience is 

‘politically debased’ (Reid, 2012); a subject that “must permanently struggle to ac-

commodate itself to the world: not a subject that can conceive of changing the 
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world” (Chandler & Reid, 2016, p. 53). This becomes problematic especially when 

resilience is taken up in the domain of security, because it constructs insecurity – 

war, terrorism, and other forms of (structural) violence – as inevitable. Wæver (1995) 

argues that:

“environmental threats are generally unintentional. This, by itself, does 

not make the threats any less serious, although it does take them out 

of the realm of will … the field of security is constituted around rela-

tionships between wills: It has been, conventionally, about the efforts 

of one will to (allegedly) override the sovereignty of another, forcing or 

tempting the latter not to assert its will in defense of its sovereignty. 

The contest of concern, in other words, is among strategic actors im-

bued with intentionality, and this has been the logic around which the 

whole issue of security has been framed [emphasis in original]” (p. 63).

As a result, resilience tasks its subjects with adapting to insecurity. As we have 

seen, these ‘subjects’ are often vulnerable populations affected by crises western 

societies have helped create. Resilience, then, only serves to expand global ine-

quality between the haves and have-nots. But as Wæver (1995) emphasizes as well; 

man-made insecurity is just that: man-made. As such it is, indeed, neither external 

to society, nor inevitable. The same, ofcourse, applies to environmental hazards en-

gendered by Anthropogenic climate change. The question, then, is to what extent 

is resilience(-building) a desirable response to man-made adverse events – given 

that the resilience assumes the inevitability of such events? Or, more directly, to 

what extent is it desirable to accept the inevitability of war, terrorism, and other 

forms of (structural) violence? Rather than devising strategies to mitigate the impact 

of fragility and conflict, research on building peace, at the grassroots as well as the 

international level, remains necessary and has not outlived its usefulness – even in 

the Anthropocene (e.g., Autesserre, 2020).

Fatalism is not the only answer to the Anthropocene. Instead, resilience scholars, 

and political scientists and public administration scholars more broadly, are tasked 

with forging new systems of ‘Earth System governance’ (Biermann, 2014), in which 

politics, policymaking and policy implementation, and governance must answer to 

emergent, complex life, rather than avoid it – a task that is both vast and urgent 

(Lynch & Veland, 2018), because the Anthropocene

“does not lend itself to existing knowledge traditions to universally 
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project, prepare, and respond to what is to come, be they within the 

frames of traditional knowledges, scientific modernism, or existing in-

stitutions … The question … is not whether we will need to transform 

social institutions for knowledge production, policymaking, and gov-

ernance, but how to do so … our challenge is to populate the unimag-

inable changes to come with imaginative concepts, relationships, pol-

icies, technologies, and ways of governing [emphasis added]” (Lynch 

& Veland, 2018, p. 139-140).

In terms of governance and policymaking, the Anthropocene will, first and fore-

most, require flexibility and responsiveness to replace the current dominant cost-ef-

ficiency thinking of neoliberalism. It will require taking responsibility and careful 

analysis of policy problems and their root causes, and to facilitate learning – within 

institutions, organizations, and communities. If anything, becoming resilient in the 

Anthropocene requires governments and policymakers who are responsive – to citi-

zens as well as the broader social, economic, political, and environmental context. It 

requires governments and policymakers who reinforce, connect to, and learn from 

bottom-up initiatives. Resilient communities, in turn, are networked, have access 

to resources, and can hold their governments to account. Such considerations will 

be pivotal to future scholarship (and practice) on resilience-as-governance, which 

is necessarily trans-disciplinary, and places politics and power at the very center of 

analysis.
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Summary

From its Latin roots to its use in a wide variety of scientific disciplines, including 

engineering, psychology, ecology, risk studies, and disaster studies, the concept 

of ‘resilience’ recently emerged as a dominant theme in the global governance of 

(in)security. Governments, donors, international organizations, and (international) 

non-governmental organizations (NGOs) have turned to ‘building resilience’ as a 

response to political instability, armed conflict, terrorism, and large-scale refugee 

movements.

The existing, multidisciplinary literature on resilience shows resilience to be, at its 

most basic level, a capacity to recover from adverse events. Security studies, which 

picked up on resilience from around the mid-2000s, found resilience to presuppose 

the inevitability of crises due to the complexity of today’s world; to responsibilize 

those affected by crises; and to indicate states’ inability to secure life, problematiz-

ing traditional, top-down modes of security governance.

Yet, little is known about what resilience means in the context of (in)security, how 

it translates into practice, and what the implications are of this global ‘turn to resil-

ience’. Therefore, the objective of this dissertation is to understand the significance 

and implications of the turn to resilience in the global context of governing (in)

security, by analysing the use of the notion of resilience in policy and practice. To this 

end, the following research questions were formulated:

What is the significance and implication of the turn to resilience in the 

global governance of (in)security?

How is resilience expressed in policies and programmes in the field of 

security, humanitarian action and development assistance?

How do practitioners translate resilience into resilience-building inter-

ventions?

In order to answer the research questions, this study conceptualizes resilience 

as a governance rationality: A set of ideas, assumptions, and beliefs – including 

worldviews, policy paradigms, policy ideas, and intervention logics – held by (es-

pecially powerful) governance actors, which define processes of governance and 

thereby shape its outcomes. In order to do so, the study builds on the literature on 
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the role of ideas in governance, policy, and policy implementation (practice).

Methodologically, the study employs a concept-focused interpretive policy anal-

ysis of a selection of European Union (EU) policy documents in the area of security, 

humanitarian, and development, combined with 13 semi-structured interviews with 

resilience experts (researchers, policymakers) and 40 semi-structured interviews with 

47 humanitarian and development professionals working under the banner of the 

Regional Refugee and Resilience Plan (3RP) in Jordan, Lebanon, and Turkey.

The findings can be summarized as follows. First, security, humanitarian, and de-
velopment policies, policymakers and practitioners seem to understand resilience, 
above all, in terms of self-reliance. It is the capacity to respond to crisis and recover 

from adversity – without external support. For governments of crisis-affected coun-

tries, resilience mainly refers to crisis management capacities. For ‘resilience-build-

ing’ actors, this means a focus on strengthening the political, economic, and social 

systems and structures that exist at the local and national levels. For crisis-affected 

populations, such as refugees and vulnerable host communities, resilience rather 

concerns their economic self-reliance – to be ‘built’ through facilitating access to 

formal employment within the refugee-hosting country’s economy. Realizing formal 

employment for large numbers of refugees, however, is challenging in contexts 

marked by political instability, economic crises, corruption, high unemployment, 

largely informal economies, and resource scarcity.

Second, security, humanitarian, and development policies, policymakers and 
practitioners point to the importance of localization for ‘building resilience’. Lo-

calization, in turn, is understood at different levels. At the national level, localization 

refers to national ownership and responsibility of the crisis response. What such ‘na-

tional ownership’ looks like in practice, however, depends on the context. For exam-

ple, the 3RP country chapters are co-produced between the national government, 

the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and the United 

Nations Development Programme (UNDP). Whereas the relationship between the 

government and UN agencies seems to be constructive in both Jordan and Turkey, 

in Lebanon the relationship is tense: international actors have been blamed by Leb-

anese politicians for wanting Syrian refugees to stay; Lebanese politicians, in turn, 

have repeatedly called for refugee returns. At the sub-national level, international 

actors in particular use ‘localization’ to denote the ownership and responsibility of 

local civil society organisations (CSOs). The call for a response that is ‘as local as 

possible, as international as necessary’ is not specific to the 3RP, but was a major 

theme at the World Humanitarian Summit in 2016. Structural barriers, such as the 

lack of a direct link between local CSOs and institutional donors, stymie localization. 
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Moreover, although policies seem to equate the ‘local’ with national governments 

and local authorities, the ‘local’ consists, rather, of diverse actors at different levels, 

with divergent and possibly conflicting interests.

Third, security, humanitarian, and development policies, policymakers and prac-
titioners emphasize the necessity to collaborate across policy siloes. The nature 

of contemporary crises – protracted and increasingly taking place in the context 

of middle-income countries – necessitates a new type of response, where a wide 

variety of actors work together towards ‘collective outcomes’. This includes both 

international and ‘local’ actors, but also non-traditional crisis response actors, such 

as the international and local private sector. One aspect that is consistently empha-

sized is the so-called humanitarian-development nexus. Traditionally short-term, 

humanitarian action alone does no longer suffice in protracted crises. Instead, pro-

tracted crises require development assistance, which is generally more long-term. It 

is also inherently political, however, whereas humanitarian actors generally abide by 

the principles of neutrality, impartiality, and independence. Although the idea be-

hind complementarity is that actors work in the same place, at the same time, and 

on the basis of their respective comparative advantages – breaking longstanding 

policy siloes is no easy task.

Fourth, security, humanitarian, and development policies frame refugees as an 
economic development opportunity for refugee-hosting countries. This framing 

constructs refugees as skilled entrepreneurs that can contribute to the economy of 

refugee-hosting countries. The latter are tasked with integrating refugees into their 

national systems – something the Lebanese government in particular has resisted, 

and for which also Jordan has little capacity. For the EU, this framing seems to aim at 

containing refugees in ‘the region’ and preventing onwards migration to EU Mem-

ber States. Ultimately, containing large numbers of refugees in a region marked by 

political instability, economic crises, unemployment, social tensions, and resource 

scarcity, will do little for countries, communities, and individuals’ ability to recover 

from (ongoing) crises. In fact, such a strategy is more likely to increase vulnerabili-

ties and jeopardize what resilience capacities are present within communities and 

local institutions. As such, it is more likely to increase rather than reduce fragility and 

crises in the EU’s neighbourhood.

For policymakers and practitioners, these findings point to the need to continu-

ously and critically reflect on the interests and agendas that inform taken-for-grant-

ed interpretations of resilience, and whether ‘resilience-building’ programmes and 

related operational practices actually improve the ability of vulnerable individuals 

and social, economic, and political systems more broadly, to recover from crisis.
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For scholars of resilience, the study yields various avenues for follow-up research, 

including further theoretical development of resilience as a governance rationality; 

the normative implications of applying resilience in contexts of insecurity and (struc-

tural) violence; and more broadly, what is necessary for politics, policymaking, and 

governance to answer to, rather than avoid, emergent, complex life.
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Samenvatting

‘Resilience’ of ‘veerkracht’ is recentelijk als dominant thema opgekomen binnen het 

wetenschappelijke en bestuurlijke veld van de internationale veiligheid. Het begrip 

vindt zijn oorsprong in het Latijn, maar heeft zijn conceptuele ontwikkeling te dank-

en aan een breed scala van wetenschappelijke disciplines; waaronder techniek, 

psychologie, ecologie, en risico- en rampenstudies. Als antwoord op de contem-

poraine politieke instabiliteit, gewapende conflicten, terrorisme en grootschalige 

vluchtelingenbewegingen hebben regeringen, donoren, internationale organisa-

ties, niet-gouvernementele organisaties (ngo’s) en academici zich gewend tot het 

idee van ‘resilience-building’ – oftewel:  het opbouwen van veerkracht. 

Uit de bestaande, multidisciplinaire literatuur over het concept blijkt dat veer-

kracht op het meest basale niveau verwijst naar het vermogen om te herstellen 

van tegenslag. Wetenschappers die zich bezighouden met veiligheidsstudies, en 

zich rond het midden van de jaren 2000 op veerkracht zijn gaan toeleggen, laten 

zien dat veerkracht de onvermijdelijkheid van crises veronderstelt als gevolg van 

de complexiteit van de wereld van vandaag. Bovendien wijst veerkracht op het 

onvermogen van staten om veiligheid te garanderen en maakt het degenen die 

door crisis worden getroffen verantwoordelijk voor herstel. Dit problematiseert tra-

ditionele, top-down vormen van veiligheidsbestuur.

Toch is er weinig bekend over wat veerkracht precies betekent in de context van 

(on)veiligheid, hoe het concept zich vertaalt naar de praktijk, en wat de implicaties zijn 

van deze wereldwijde inzet op het opbouwen van ‘veerkracht’. De doelstelling van dit 

onderzoek is dan ook om de betekenis en implicaties van de opkomst van veerkracht 

in de context van internationale veiligheid te begrijpen. Dit gebeurt door het gebruik 

van het begrip veerkracht in zowel het beleid als de praktijk te analyseren en te door-

denken. 

Daartoe zijn de volgende onderzoeksvragen geformuleerd: 

Wat is de betekenis en implicatie van de opkomst van veerkracht in 

internationale veiligheid?

Hoe wordt veerkracht tot uitdrukking gebracht in beleid en program-

ma’s op het gebied van veiligheid, humanitaire hulp en ontwikkelings-

samenwerking?
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Hoe wordt veerkracht in de praktijk vertaalt naar interventies voor het 

opbouwen van veerkracht?

Om de onderzoeksvragen te beantwoorden, wordt veerkracht binnen deze studie 

geconceptualiseerd als een ‘governance rationality’, of ‘bestuursrationaliteit’ – dat 

wil zeggen: het geheel van ideeën, aannames en overtuigingen, waaronder wereld-

beelden, beleidsparadigma’s, beleidsideeën en interventielogica’s, waarmee (met 

name machtige) bestuursactoren bestuurlijke processen definiëren en de uitkom-

sten van beleid vormgeven. Hiermee bouwt deze studie voort op de literatuur over 

de rol van ideeën binnen bestuur, beleid en beleidsuitvoering. 

Methodologisch maakt deze studie gebruik van een conceptgerichte interpre-

tatieve beleidsanalyse van een selectie van beleidsdocumenten van de Europese 

Unie (EU) op het gebied van veiligheid, humanitaire hulp en ontwikkelingssamenw-

erking. Daarnaast zijn er 13 semigestructureerde interviews gehouden met deskundi-

gen op het gebied van veerkracht (onderzoekers en beleidsmakers). Tot slot hebben 

er 40 semigestructureerde interviews plaatsgevonden met 47 professionals uit de 

humanitaire en ontwikkelingssector wiens organisaties onder de vlag van het Region-

al Refugee and Resilience Plan (de ‘3RP’) in Jordanië, Libanon, en Turkije werken. 

De bevindingen kunnen als volgt worden samengevat. Ten eerste wordt veer-
kracht in beleid en door beleidsmakers en professionals binnen het domein van 
veiligheid, humanitaire hulp en ontwikkelingssamenwerking, geïnterpreteerd in ter-
men van zelfredzaamheid. Het gaat dan met name om het vermogen om te acteren 

op een crisis en ervan te herstellen – zonder steun van buitenaf. Voor regeringen 

van door crises getroffen landen verwijst veerkracht vooral naar ‘crisismanagement-

capaciteiten’. Voor actoren die aan ‘opbouw van veerkracht’ doen betekent dit dat 

de concrete aandacht uitgaat naar het versterken van de politieke, economische 

en sociale systemen en structuren die op lokaal en nationaal niveau reeds bestaan. 

Voor door crises getroffen gemeenschappen, zoals vluchtelingen, maar ook van de 

kwetsbare lagen van de gastsamenleving, heeft veerkracht veeleer betrekking op 

hun economische zelfredzaamheid. Dit type zelfredzaamheid moet worden versterkt 

door middel van formele werkgelegenheid in het opvangland. Het realiseren van 

formele werkgelegenheid voor grote aantallen vluchtelingen is echter een uitdaging 

voor landen die zuchten onder politieke instabiliteit, economische crises, corruptie, 

hoge werkloosheid en schaarste van hulpbronnen. Formele werkgelegenheid is bov-

endien een uitdaging waar economieën grotendeels informeel zijn. 

Ten tweede wordt er gewezen op het belang van ‘lokalisatie’ voor de ‘opbouw 
van veerkracht’ in beleid en door beleidsmakers en professionals binnen het 
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domein van veiligheid, humanitaire hulp en ontwikkelingssamenwerking. Lokali-

satie heeft verschillende niveaus, afhankelijk van het niveau waarop het wordt in-

gezet. Op nationaal niveau verwijst lokalisatie naar nationaal eigenaarschap van, en 

verantwoordelijkheid voor, de crisisrespons in het geval van vluchtelingenstromen. 

Hoe ‘nationaal eigenaarschap’ er in de praktijk uitziet hangt echter af van de con-

text. Land-specifieke strategieën onder de regionale 3RP worden bijvoorbeeld 

gezamenlijk opgesteld door de nationale regering, de Hoge Commissaris van de 

Verenigde Naties voor vluchtelingen (UNHCR) en het Ontwikkelingsprogramma 

van de Verenigde Naties (UNDP). Terwijl de relatie tussen de regering en de VN-or-

ganisaties in Jordanië en Turkije constructief lijkt te zijn, is die in Libanon gespan-

nen. Libanese politici beschuldigen internationale actoren ervan dat zij willen dat 

Syrische vluchtelingen in Libanon blijven. De herhaaldelijke oproepen van Libanese 

politici tot terugkeer van vluchtelingen naar Syrië hebben op hun beurt gestuit 

op weerstand onder internationale organisaties. Op subnationaal niveau gebruik-

en internationale actoren de term ‘lokalisatie’ echter om het eigenaarschap en de 

verantwoordelijkheid van lokale maatschappelijke organisaties aan te duiden. De 

oproep tot een respons die ‘zo lokaal mogelijk en zo internationaal als nodig’ is, is 

niet specifiek voor de 3RP. Deze benadering kwam als belangrijk thema naar vor-

en tijdens de Wereldtop voor humanitaire hulp in 2016. In de praktijk bestaan er 

echter verschillende structurele barrières, zoals het ontbreken van een directe link 

tussen lokale maatschappelijke organisaties en institutionele donoren, die het re-

aliseren van lokalisatie belemmeren. Bovendien lijkt het beleid ‘het lokale’ gelijk te 

stellen aan nationale regeringen en lokale autoriteiten, terwijl in werkelijkheid ‘het 

lokale’ uit diverse actoren op verschillende niveaus bestaat. Denk bijvoorbeeld aan 

een variëteit aan maatschappelijke organisaties en getroffen gemeenschappen. Zij 

hebben uiteenlopende en mogelijk tegenstrijdige belangen.

Ten derde wordt de noodzaak van samenwerking tussen verschillende beleids-
terreinen benadrukt in beleid en door beleidsmakers en professionals binnen het 
domein van veiligheid, humanitaire hulp en ontwikkelingssamenwerking. De aard 

van contemporaine vluchtelingencrises – langdurig en in middeninkomenslanden – 

maakt een nieuw soort aanpak noodzakelijk, waarbij een grote verscheidenheid aan 

actoren samenwerkt aan het bereiken van ‘collectieve resultaten’. Daarbij gaat het 

niet alleen over internationale en ‘lokale’ actoren, maar ook over niet-traditionele 

actoren zoals internationale en lokale bedrijven. Een ander aspect van de nieuwe 

aanpak die consequent wordt benadrukt is de zogenaamde ‘humanitarian-develop-

ment nexus’: de samenwerking tussen humanitaire en ontwikkelingsactoren. Human-

itaire hulp alleen, van oudsher een korte termijnbenadering, volstaat niet in situaties 
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van langdurige crises. Ook ontwikkelingssamenwerking is nodig, een benadering 

die over het algemeen meer op de lange termijn is gericht. Ontwikkelingssamen-

werking is daarnaast inherent politiek, terwijl humanitaire actoren zich houden aan 

de beginselen van neutraliteit, onpartijdigheid en onafhankelijkheid. Hoewel het de 

bedoeling is dat actoren uit beide domein tegelijkertijd en binnen dezelfde context 

samenwerken op basis van hun complementaire kennis, competenties en middelen, 

is het doorbreken van gevestigde beleidssilo’s geen gemakkelijke taak.  

Ten vierde worden vluchtelingen in het kader van beleid voor veiligheid, humanitaire 
hulp en ontwikkelingssamenwerking beschouwd als een kans op economische ontwik-
keling voor de landen die hen opvangen. Vluchtelingen worden geconstrueerd als (po-

tentiële) ondernemers met kennis en vaardigheden waarmee ze kunnen bijdragen aan 

de economie van gastlanden. Deze landen wordt vervolgens de taak gesteld vluchtelin-

gen te integreren in hun nationale structuren – iets waartegen met name de Libanese re-

gering zich heeft verzet, maar waar ook in een land als Jordanië weinig capaciteit voor is. 

Voor de EU lijkt deze framing erop gericht te zijn vluchtelingen in ‘de regio’ te houden en 

verdere migratie naar EU-lidstaten te voorkomen. Uiteindelijk zal het insluiten van grote 

aantallen vluchtelingen in een regio gekenmerkt door politieke instabiliteit, economische 

crises, werkloosheid, sociale spanningen en schaarste van hulpbronnen, weinig bijdragen 

aan het vermogen van landen, gemeenschappen en individuen om te acteren op en te 

herstellen van een crisis. In feite zal een dergelijke strategie hun kwetsbaarheid eerder 

vergroten en de reeds aanwezige veerkracht van gemeenschappen en lokale instituties 

tenietdoen. Bovendien kan het de instabiliteit van Europese buurlanden, en daarmee de 

kwetsbaarheid van Europa als geheel, eerder vergroten dan verkleinen.  

Voor beleidsmakers en professionals binnen het domein van veiligheid, humani-

taire hulp en ontwikkelingssamenwerking wijzen deze bevindingen op de noodzaak 

om voortdurend kritisch na te denken over de belangen en agenda’s die ten grond-

slag liggen aan gangbare interpretaties van veerkracht. Dat geldt ook voor de vraag 

of het ‘opbouwen van veerkracht’, en daaraan gerelateerde operationele praktijken, 

daadwerkelijk het vermogen van kwetsbare individuen en sociale, economische en 

politieke systemen vergroten om te kunnen acteren op en te herstellen van crises.

Voor wetenschappers biedt dit onderzoek verschillende aanknopingspunten 

voor vervolgonderzoek, waaronder de verdere theoretische ontwikkeling van veer-

kracht als een bestuursrationaliteit en de normatieve implicaties van het toepassen 

van veerkracht in contexten van (on)veiligheid en (structureel) geweld. Meer in het 

algemeen kan er vervolgonderzoek worden gedaan naar wat er praktisch nodig 

is voor de politiek, beleidsvorming en het (internationaal) bestuur om te kunnen 

inspelen op contemporaine problemen die emergent en complex zijn.
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