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Preface
Resilience can be defined as the capacity of a dynamic system, such 

as a community, to anticipate and adapt successfully to challenges. 

In recent years, the range of social and physical stresses that people and 

communities experience has multiplied. Official declarations of natural, 

manmade, and technological disasters in the United States (and globally) 

have increased in the past decade. Further, these acute events combine 

with the stress and strain from economic challenges and environmental 

stress, affecting many populations and communities chronically. In this 

context, the science and practice of how to foster resilience for both 

individuals and communities has grown in scope. Much of this work has 

centered on the factors that make individuals and communities more 

resilient and the interventions that can build resilience. Today, many 

researchers, policymakers, and practitioners are leading and funding 

efforts to determine the most effective ways to build the resilience 

capacity and capability of individuals and organizations. 

The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation (RWJF) is interested in supporting the 
health and development of people and communities, which is reflected in 
their contributions to the fields of individual and community resilience. This 
report summarizes work conducted jointly by researchers from the RAND 
Corporation and RWJF on a potential future research and practice agenda 
in resilience, uniquely bridging individual and community resilience research 
and practice across sectors. The report provides a path forward primarily 
built on proceedings from a Resilience Roundtable, held in June 2016, and 
supplemented with relevant literature review. The meeting convened by 
RWJF in collaboration with RAND explored the state of the resilience field 
and opportunities for further development. The meeting brought together 
researchers across disciplines as well as practitioners and policymakers across 
sectors for a day-long discussion of the topic. The goal was to identify where 
and how we can move to a more integrated and cohesive resilience agenda, 
with attention to critical factors that would motivate more collaborative work.

This research was sponsored by the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation 
and conducted within the RAND Health and RAND Justice, Infrastructure, 
and Environment (JIE) divisions. A profile of RAND Health, abstracts of its 
publications, and ordering information can be found at www.rand.org/health, 
and those of RAND JIE at www.rand.org/jie. 

http://www.rand.org/health
http://www.rand.org/jie
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Introduction

P
eople are facing an increasing variety and number of stressors. The nature 
of these stressors ranges from interpersonal and financial difficulties to 
environmental hazards and societal forces, affecting individuals, institutions, 
and communities. Extensive research has focused on the healthiest and most 
effective ways that people and communities respond to and recover from stress. 

Yet while the science of resilience has expanded greatly since the year 2000, many 
gaps remain. 

Resilience is defined as the capacity of any dynamic system to anticipate and adapt 
successfully to difficulties. Individual resilience is the process of, capacity for, or outcome 
of adapting well in the face of adversity, trauma, tragedy, threats, or significant sources of 
stress. While resilience science has advanced greatly in terms of understanding the factors 
that promote individual as well as community resilience, there is increasing recognition 
of the need for transdisciplinary research* (among disciplines such as psychology, 
environmental health, public health, architecture, planning and community development, 
economics, political science, criminal justice, etc.).

Challenges to Advancing the Field of Resilience

To ensure that transdisciplinary resilience research has the strongest impact, several 
challenges must be overcome. First, as the field advances, confusion grows about what it 
encompasses, its scope and intent. Second, even when definitions are clear, communities 
struggle with how to translate resilience frameworks into actions for change in 
communities. Third, measurement continues to evolve, but efforts to integrate indicators 

*  “Transdisciplinary research is defined as research efforts conducted by investigators from different disciplines working 
jointly to create new conceptual, theoretical, methodological, and translational innovations that integrate and move 
beyond discipline-specific approaches to address a common problem.” (Harvard School of Public Health,  
www.hsph.harvard.edu/trec/about-us/definitions/)

Executive  
Summary

http://www.hsph.harvard.edu/trec/about-us/definitions/
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of the various types of impacts into a useful metric lag behind. What is needed is a 
shared agenda, going forward, that will promote research in resilience in a way that builds 
across disciplines. 

The Resilience Roundtable

Approximately 80 leading researchers, practitioners, and policymakers met in June 2016, 
to explore opportunities for a future resilience agenda. A primary focus was on how to 
integrate progress in parallel streams of individual and community resilience research and 
implementation activity. The meeting also sought to identify enduring questions which 
need to be answered in order to further advance the field and successfully implement 
resilience concepts.

Prior to the meeting, the organizers prepared a discussion paper, based on a literature 
review and current practices, that was then shared with the meeting participants. Among 

the information included in the paper were a set of four topics 
proposed as the focal points of the agenda: acute and chronic stress; 
systems orientation; workforce development; and culture and equity. 
These topics encompass both key opportunities and challenges for 
advancing the field.

During the meeting, groups of participants met in breakout 
sessions to discuss each topic and offer recommendations in four areas: 
facilitation of ongoing multisectoral and interdisciplinary dialogue on 
resilience; expansion or enhancement of policies, programs and services; 
improvement of workforce resilience; and development of resilience 
measures and performance systems to help guide future measures. 

Prior to the close of the meeting, the attendees participated in 
an exercise aimed at prioritizing future research. The results were 
synthesized into three themes: 1) Stresses: addressing the continuum 
of stress from acute to chronic; 2) Systems: developing and building 
systems that are oriented to resilience; and 3) Workforce: building a 
broader workforce that can integrate resilience principles.

Priorities to Move the Field Forward 

STRESSES: A RESILIENCE FRAMEWORK SHOULD BE APPLIED ACROSS A VARIETY OF STRESSES 

Background. The concept of allostasis refers to the process by which the body attempts to 
regain homeostasis in response to stressors. Allostatic load represents the total amount of 
acute and chronic stress to which an individual is exposed and the wear and tear it inflicts.  
However, most of the research on allostatic load has been within particular disciplines and 
research frameworks that have not yet conceptualized allostatic load as the combination 
of stressors at the individual, the household, the community, and the environmental 
level. Increasing evidence suggests that health disparities may be partially attributable to 
allostatic overload from the combination of physical, social, and psychological stressors. 

During the meeting, groups of 
participants met in breakout 
sessions to discuss each topic 
and offer recommendations 
in four areas: facilitation of 
ongoing multisectoral and 
interdisciplinary dialogue 
on resilience; expansion or 
enhancement of policies, 
programs and services; 
improvement of workforce 
resilience; and development 
of resilience measures and 
performance systems to help 
guide future measures.
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Key themes from Roundtable 

discussions. The Roundtable 
participants noted the challenge of 
taking a holistic approach to measuring 
resilience that considers stressors at 
multiple levels, largely due to the 
difficulty in crafting a compelling 
narrative about these interconnections. 
They also identified entrenched barriers 
(e.g., lack of resources, leadership and 
workflow silos) to operationalizing 
resilience research for implementation, 
particularly in the areas of scalability 
and generalizability when considering both acute and chronic stress together.

Participants suggested new streams of data (e.g., social media, community experiential 
data) should be used to build a new and more comprehensive resilience assessment 
framework. They also emphasized the need for new methodological approaches and for 
the crafting of resilience narratives to build empathy and bridge divides. 

The discussion resulted in three recommendations:

• Recommendation 1: Develop a taxonomy of stressors and related policy that will 
support an integrated approach to resilience assessment over the continuums of time 
(day-to-day stressor and over the long term) and level (individual, family, community). 
Incorporate community historical knowledge and ideas into data assessment and 
measurement.

• Recommendation 2: Capture resilience data longitudinally from individuals and 
communities to support the development of complex systems modeling, and pilot test 
interventions based on that systems modeling.

• Recommendation 3: Focus on narratives, storytelling, and digital media to increase 
understanding within and across communities of acute and chronic stress and build a 
culture of resilience.

SYSTEMS: A SYSTEMS APPROACH TO BUILDING RESILIENCE IS REQUIRED

Background. Adapting current systems to foster resilience requires changes not just to 
reduce the continuum of stressors (e.g., acute, chronic) that individuals and communities 
face, but also to connect and improve the complex range of dynamic and interconnected 
systems (e.g., health, justice, education) that constitute a community. Complex systems 
theory is a useful framework for conceptualizing resilience because it embodies the basic 
tenets of nonlinearity (e.g., the nonlinear processes that characterize disaster response 
and recovery); adaptability (e.g., responding to environmental shocks or stress); and 
connectivity across a range of scales (i.e., between individuals within communities and 
from one community to another). This model challenges the normative thinking that 
every observed effect has an observable cause and that the whole can be understood by 
studying the pieces.

The Roundtable participants 
noted the challenge of 
taking a holistic approach 
to measuring resilience 
that considers stressors at 
multiple levels, largely due 
to the difficulty in crafting a 
compelling narrative about 
these interconnections.
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Further key themes from Roundtable discussions. While most participants prioritized 
the need for a systems orientation to further resilience research and policy, noting that 
the lack of that orientation was central to why integrative progress across individual 
and community resilience domains had not occurred, many participants also struggled 
definitionally and conceptually. They questioned the boundaries of the system and argued 
for better articulation of the goal for a system that effectively promotes resilience. An 
important topic of discussion was a need to identify the policies that can support resilience 
in a systems framework, as well as the policies that have historically served as impediments 
across systems to advancing resilience. Participants noted that more work was needed in 
this resilience system to promote a shared vision and shared accountability among sectors 
working together on common resilience metrics.

The discussion resulted in four recommendations:

• Recommendation 4: Develop a community resilience systems map that defines the 
system boundaries (i.e., key actors and intersection points) and margins of system 
performance (i.e., thresholds where performance is adversely affected).

• Recommendation 5: Identify effective models for inter-organizational 
and administrative partnerships and return on investment for investing in 
partnership activities.

• Recommendation 6: Identify cutting-edge policies, practices, and plans from across 
the globe and share them across systems, disciplines, and levels (organization, 
family, individual).

• Recommendation 7: Develop a preliminary set of measures that can begin to 
benchmark system resilience and capture resilience return on investment.

WORKFORCE: RESILIENCE CAN BE BUILT BY STRENGTHENING  

COMMUNITY LEADERSHIP, WORKFORCE, AND EDUCATIONAL TRAINING PROGRAMS

Background. Fields like resilience require structures for meaningful collaboration and 
strong leadership to effectively align disciplines and sectors for joint action. It is difficult 
to further a field like resilience without workforce development that trains a resilience 
workforce. The field of resilience requires new ways of thinking, training, and active 
consideration of the connection between “people development and placemaking*. ”

Further key themes from Roundtable discussions. During the Roundtable discussions, 
participants underscored many of the challenges confronting the development of a robust 
workforce that can address the need for more transdisciplinary and integrated action. 
Resilience leadership development was a leading priority action. The overarching question 
was whether the current workforce that addresses issues of human and/or infrastructure 
resilience matches needs. Participants concluded that more training was needed.

*  Placemaking is a multipronged approach to planning, design, and management of public spaces to promote health and 
well-being by leveraging community assets and inspiration (McCann, 2002).
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The discussion resulted in three recommendations:

• Recommendation 8: Define and measure the elements of training that will support 
resilience education.

• Recommendation 9: Create structures that support a more collaborative workforce 
model on behalf of resilience.

• Recommendation 10: Identify and promote leadership models to advance 
resilience orientation.

Summary

Despite ideas that have been put forth for transdisciplinary research agendas, the field lacks 
a shared resilience framework upon which to rest policy or build a cohesive workforce.

We can look to preventive medicine to sound a cautionary alarm when it comes to 
moving forward the field of resilience. Although the findings depend on the condition 
and the type of approach, there is clear evidence that some preventive approaches are 
more cost-effective than therapeutic interventions for the chronic disease they seek to 
prevent (Chokshi & Farley, 2012). Despite this, the needed paradigm shift hasn’t really 
happened, possibly because of competing financial or other entrenched interests, structural 
roadblocks, or lack of leadership development and training; all of which also still exist in 
the field of resilience.

The next steps in applying the resilience agenda will need to identify factors that 
support implementation. RWJF can play a key role in advancing the efforts to further 
research and translate it to practice (e.g., workforce development could be linked to RWJF’s 

Leadership for Better Health and Global Ideas for U.S. Solutions 
programs and commitment to multisectoral teaming), and encouraging 
key partners to pursue these lines of activity. Further, successful 
implementation of a future, integrative resilience agenda will now 
require ways to incentivize coordination and alignment as the norm, 
rather than as the exception.

The next steps in applying the 
resilience agenda will need to 
identify factors that support 
implementation. RWJF can 
play a key role in advancing 
the efforts to further research 
and translate it to practice.
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A Glimpse of Community Challenges

C
onsider the community of Anytown, working to help its residents achieve 
good health and prosperity, while struggling with the challenges of limited 
opportunity, chronic violence, a history of inequity, and other stresses. 
Now imagine Anytown is hit with a hurricane that devastates its coastline. 
Resident homes and local businesses, including tourism, fishing, and 

shipping, are severely affected. Several weeks after the disaster hits, FEMA establishes a 
disaster case management program to provide supports to affected residents. The program 
is temporary, and operates for only six months — not long enough to address the needs 
of affected residents, particularly mental health needs, many of which are now becoming 
more evident. Six months after the disaster, much of the debris has been removed, and 
some homes and businesses are beginning to be rebuilt, but suicide rates are rising rapidly. 
Local community leaders are concerned about the lack of supports available. 

A year after the disaster, local agencies have established a handful of longer-term 
programs to provide financial assistance and health and social services. But as soon as 
a program is operational, it is overwhelmed with requests. The shipping industry has 
invested millions to get back up and running quickly, and those with financial means have 
rebuilt other businesses, as well as houses. 

Yet, the houses in Fringe, one of the poorest areas of Anytown, have still not 
been rebuilt and there are rumors about a hotelier purchasing those properties from 
the community to develop more tourism in the future. Fringe residents still have no 
permanent place to live. Their temporary living conditions and the stress of the past year 
have exacerbated physical and mental health problems. Now a Fringe resident with PTSD 
has been shot by a police officer. Fringe residents are outraged, as this is the second such 
shooting in less than a year. Violent protests rock the yet-to-be rebuilt community, and 
rumors are now circulating that the tourism industry may be planning to move farther 
down the coastline where ‘such’ problems are not an issue. What does the future hold for 
this now divided community?

1. Introduction
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In recent years, the array of social and physical stresses that people and communities 
experience has multiplied (Department of Homeland Security, 2016), as exemplified 
by Anytown. Official declarations of natural, manmade, and technological disasters in the 
United States (and globally) have increased in the past decade, and these types of disasters 
overlay the day-to-day challenges that many communities already confront, ranging from 
economic difficulties to environmental stress (Keeley, 2015). For example, in the past two 
decades the number of U.S. disaster declarations increased dramatically — increasing from 
an average of 46 major disasters declared each year (1990 to 1999), to an average of 56 
per year (2000 to 2009) (Lindsay & McCarth, 2015). Income inequality is at the highest 
level for the past 50 years, with the richest 10 percent of the population now making over 
nine times more than the poorest 10 percent (Keeley, 2015). Climate change is expected 
to create a rise in the sea level of 7 to 23 inches before the end of the century (U.S. 
Army Corps of Engineers, Main Report, 2015) and is increasing temperatures, with 2014 
being the hottest year on record (Richinick, 2015). Further, the impact of these events 
is compounded with the individual acute and chronic stresses affecting individuals and 
communities. For example, a 2012 study (Cohen & Janicki-Deverts, 2012) found between 
a 10 percent and 30 percent increase in self-reported measures of psychological stress 
between 1983 and 2009. 

In this context, researchers, practitioners, and policymakers continue to focus on 
the healthiest and most effective ways that people and communities respond and recover 
(Richinick, 2015; U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Main Report, 2015). But, while the 
“science of resilience” has developed considerably over the past decade, buoyed by global 
needs (e.g., increasing numbers of natural disasters) and growing interest from policymakers 
and funders, gaps remain in how the field comprehensively organizes itself to improve 
community conditions and propel change [Gulf of Mexico Research Initiative, 2013; 
Robert Wood Johnson Foundation (RWJF), 2001–2015; Rockefeller Foundation, 2016]. 

Official 
declarations of 
natural, manmade, 
and technological 
disasters in the 
United States  
(and globally) have 
increased in  
the past decade, 
and these types  
of disasters overlay 
the day-to-day 
challenges that 
many communities 
already confront, 
ranging from 
economic 
difficulties to 
environmental 
stress.
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Definitions and Drivers of Resilience

In technical terms, resilience is defined as the capacity of any dynamic system to anticipate 
and adapt successfully to difficulties (Brand & Jax, 2007). Individual resilience is the 
process of, capacity for, or outcome of adapting well in the face of adversity, trauma, 
tragedy, threats, or significant sources of stress (Masten, 2011; National Scientific Council 
on the Developing Child, 2015). Community resilience is the sustained ability of a 
community to prepare for, withstand, and recover from adversity. 

Much of the resilience work has centered on the factors that make individuals and 
communities more resilient and on interventions that can build resilience. Identifying 
factors associated with community resilience can be a powerful tool for determining 
what policies, programs, and research are needed to create healthier and more robust 
communities that use resources more efficiently. Researchers and practitioners have begun 
to identify the key factors that promote community resilience, such as the application 
of long-term recovery plans, the active engagement of nongovernmental or civil society 
organizations, and adherence to principles of social justice (Chandra, Acosta, Stern, 
Uscher-Pines, & Williams, 2011). 

Initiatives led by federal agencies, philanthropic organizations, and state and local 
agencies to implement resilience frameworks and metrics are a testament to this growing 
set of interests. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention released guidance on 
developing community resilience as a public health emergency preparedness capability 
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2011); the National Research Council 
advocated community resilience-building as a key component of disaster mitigation 

strategies (The National Academies Press, 2011); the Assistant Secretary 
for Preparedness and Response at the U.S. Department of Health 
and Human Services included community resilience as a guiding 
goal in their National Health Security Strategy (ASPR, 2015); and the 
Department of Homeland Security’s Federal Emergency Management 
Agency (FEMA) adopted a “whole of community” approach in its 
strategic planning and response to catastrophic events, emphasizing 
social determinants of preparedness and community resilience and 
the importance of fostering better community inclusion and trust 
(Biedrzycki & Koltun, 2012). 

More recently, seminal documents have been developed to capture 
critical needs in the long recovery period. For example, a recent report of 
the Institute of Medicine (now called the Health and Medicine Division of 
the National Academies of Science, Engineering, and Medicine) analyzed 
issues in health resilience and recommended ways to incorporate resilience 
into a plan for recovery [National Academy of Sciences (NAS), 2012]. 

 Although scholarly interest in individual and community resilience has grown 
exponentially in recent decades, leading to a large body of evidence for key factors driving 
resilience in individuals and communities, the evidence is not fully integrated across levels 
and sectors (see Appendix A for example practices and programs). Individual or childhood 
resilience analysis, rooted primarily but not exclusively in the field of psychology, has 
examined individual adaptation to stress and the personal and family attributes that nurture 

Although scholarly interest 
in individual and community 
resilience has grown 
exponentially in recent 
decades, leading to a large 
body of evidence for key 
factors driving resilience in 
individuals and communities, 
the evidence is not fully 
integrated across levels  
and sectors.
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resilience at the individual level (Karatsoreos & McEwen, 2011; McEwen, 2006; Yehuda 
et al., 2015). While resilience is recognized as being culturally and contextually dependent 
(ASPR, 2015), a number of factors that drive individual resilience are common across 
populations, including those operating on individual, family, school, and community levels. 

On the individual level, some protective factors have biological origins, such as 
hormonal factors and genetic variation (Affleck & Tennen, 1996; Noltemeyer & Bush, 2013). 
Personal resources and personality traits such as humor, assertiveness, agency, as well as social 
self-regulation, persistence, resourcefulness, social skills, and emotional regulation have also 
been identified as increasing a child’s resilience (Afifi & MacMillan, 2011; Noltemeyer & 
Bush, 2013). At the family level, a stable home environment and supportive relationships 
are linked to resilience (Afifi & MacMillan, 2011). Other supportive relationships include 
those outside the family, e.g., those with teachers, counselors, coaches, and neighbors 
(Zolkoski & Bullock, 2012). Community characteristics that influence resilience capacity 
development in individuals include early intervention programs, relevant support services, 
safe neighborhoods, access to recreational facilities and health services, and religious and 
spiritual organizations (Masten, 2011; Zolkoski & Bullock, 2012). 

Resilience is not limited to child development, but rather, has become a construct 
of wide relevance in a range of areas including disaster preparedness, climate change, 
and economic development. This line of inquiry has generally been captured within the 
framework of community resilience and goes beyond individual domains or systems. In fact, 
resilience is increasingly understood in terms of a process, emerging from many interactions 
within and between systems. 

Human, social, natural, physical, and financial capital all contribute to a community’s 
resilience (Ungar, 2011). Human capital is enhanced by the physical and psychological 
health and social well-being of the community. Social capital, or connectedness, can be 
increased through participatory decision-making, increased self-sufficiency, education of 
the public, and partnerships between government and nongovernmental organizations 
(Chandra et al., 2011). Communities with robust social networks have had a greater ability 
to coordinate disaster recovery (Aldrich, 2012). Physical capital, such as infrastructure 
and the built environment, is a means not only to improve residents’ access to essential 
services (e.g., health), but also to create a collective commons where people can interact 
through integrated work, play, and living spaces (Ungar, 2011). Natural capital allows full 
realization of the services that ecosystems can provide, and financial capital refers to the 
socioeconomic conditions of the community. Importantly, resilience is optimized when 
protective factors are strengthened at all interactive levels (Zolkoski & Bullock, 2012). 

The evolving fields of emergency management and disaster risk reduction, in particular, 
have supported the development of the community resilience field. Emergency management 
started with a focus on hazard and vulnerability assessments and tended to emphasize 
traditional top-down and government-led approaches (Fields, Wagner, & Frisch, 2015). 
But, with the introduction of various national strategies (e.g., National Disaster Recovery 
Framework, National Health Security Strategy, National Security Strategy) as well as 
international frameworks [e.g., Sendai Framework, Hyogo Framework for Action (United 
Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction, 2005, 2015)], these approaches have evolved to 
use risk analysis to identify, assess, and address a range of social, behavioral, and ecological 
factors that not only contribute to vulnerability but can be leveraged to mitigate or adapt 
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to those stresses (O’Sullivan, Kuziemsky, Toal-Sullivan, & Corneil, 2013; Paton, Parkes, 
Daly, & Smith, 2008). These fields of emergency management and disaster risk reduction 
also began to embrace a fuller appreciation of the range of actors involved in response and 
recovery, namely civil society organizations working alongside government stakeholders 
(Eikenberry, Arroyave, & Cooper, 2007; Patterson, Weil, & Patel, 2010). More recently, this 
approach to leverage community strengths for resilience is being applied to the resettlement 
of whole communities in an effort to adapt to climate change. This effort is led by the U.S. 
Department of Housing and Urban Development (Isle de Jean Charles, 2016). 

Challenges to Advancing the Field of Resilience

While this growing inquiry into the factors that influence resilience and shape resilient 
communities represents a step forward in building the evidence base in resilience research 
and policy, the next phase to advance resilience will require greater focus on the factors 
that contribute to field building. In order to ensure that a field builds, deepens, and has 
meaningful impact, several areas must be addressed, namely creating shared identity, 
deepening research evidence, instituting structures for collaboration, activating research 
and practice constituencies that can mobilize, developing effective leaders, and pursuing 
integrative work as the priority. In this context, resilience as a field has moved only 
somewhat, but in order to advance into a truly integrative and coherent field, it must now 
address certain challenges (Bernholz & Wang, 2010; Graham, 2002; Petrovich, 2013). 
The tensions briefly summarized below offer an important backdrop for where the field 
currently sits and what might constitute the future resilience research and policy agenda. 
These tensions also help to expose areas of analysis that have not yet received as much 
attention in resilience discussions. 

While this  
growing inquiry 
into the factors  
that influence 
resilience and 
shape resilient 
communities 
represents a  
step forward 
in building the 
evidence base  
in resilience 
research and 
policy, the next 
phase to advance 
resilience will 
require greater 
focus on the 
factors that 
contribute to  
field building.
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First, as more interested parties work to define resilience, address resilience in programs 

and research, and bring together comprehensive resilience-based strategies (see Appendix A), 

the risk from diffusion around scope and intent (i.e., confusion about what resilience is and 

is not) becomes more challenging. It also becomes difficult to address resilience in a system 
dynamics context, looking specifically at how systems must be designed to actively promote 
resilience across sectors (Wendell, 2003; Wong, Wong, & Scott, 2006). Although adoption 
of a resilience mindset is increasingly common in governmental and nongovernmental 
organizations, and the concept has appeal to both the political “right” and “left,” evaluations 
of resilience-informed policy initiatives are limited. Evaluations have tended to focus more 
on discrete interventions, such as those listed in Appendix A, rather than a wider and 
integrative policy initiative. Further, there is a lack of exploration of the complex adaptive 
systems aspect of resilience, seen as critical to ensure the field actually realizes its intended 
outcomes of creating resilient communities (Ager, 2013). 

Second, even with resilience concepts more firmly cemented, communities now 

struggle with how to transfer resilience frameworks into actual integrative action (Landau, 
2007; Mooney-Somers & Maher, 2009; O’Donnell, Schwab–Stone, & Muyeed, 2002). 
For example, how should local health departments take the guidance in the National Health 
Security Strategy on resilience and use it to integrate their public health, health care, and 
emergency management systems (e.g., through coalitions, guidance on how to scale up 
through leveraging partners). In this context, challenges to resilience, can abound. These 
challenges include concerns that the concept “lets government off the hook” or does not 
acknowledge deep, entrenched issues around social justice or equity (Allmark, Bhanbhro, 
& Chrisp, 2014). Although resilience is now widely recognized to go beyond individual 
traits and is seen as a function of processes operating over the entire spectrum of the social-
ecological system, discrepancies between this orientation and the larger social policy context 
have been noted (Bottrell, 2013). 

The criticism rests in the fact that the concept of resilience does not account for 
historical and structural inequalities, which are foundational barriers to well-being. In 
short, what counts as resilience action and how those actions address long-standing social 
challenges are central to the resilience dialogue (e.g., how to create policies that adapt to 
climate change in ways that are fair across neighborhoods). Yet, too often, resilience has 
focused on acute shock response and recovery. This challenge behind articulating the 
narrative of resilience in ways that also address equity requires a certain set of competencies 
and orientation in the workforce and in resilience leadership (e.g., understanding how to 
work across sectors, how to address both acute and chronic stress). To date, this workforce 
orientation is not yet fully represented. 

Third, measurement continues to evolve in resilience, but bringing together robust 

metrics that integrate physical, social and other human impacts adequately is still a 

relatively emergent area (Bhamra, Dani, & Burnard, 2011; Zautra, Arewasikporn, & 
Davis, 2010) that will require more alignment and transdisciplinary* thinking across 

* “Transdisciplinary research is defined as research efforts conducted by investigators from different disciplines working 
jointly to create new conceptual, theoretical, methodological, and translational innovations that integrate and move 
beyond discipline-specific approaches to address a common problem.” (Harvard School of Public Health,  
www.hsph.harvard.edu/trec/about-us/definitions/)

http://www.hsph.harvard.edu/trec/about-us/definitions/
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varied research and practice communities (Coaffee, 2013; Norris, Stevens, Pfefferbaum, 
Wyche, & Pfefferbaum, 2008). Resilience metrics often do not integrate what we know 
about the degrading impacts of stress (e.g., community history, trauma) with the 
capture of acute shock measures (e.g., heat vulnerability). As referenced earlier, in order 
to advance the field of resilience, structures for collaboration must exist, but to date, 
the disciplines that contribute to resilience research have not collaborated to create 
cohesive resilience frameworks. For instance, robust models have been created that 

look specifically at natural hazards or risk 
landscapes with some recognition of social 
factors, and other frameworks that deeply 
articulate psychosocial constructs but pay 
less attention to the connection to the 
natural environment [Federal Emergency 
Management Agency (FEMA), 2011b; 
National Science and Technology Council 
Subcommittee on Disaster Reduction, 2005]. 

Despite the growth in the body of work 
in both individual and community resilience 
science, embedding resilience principles into 
new analysis going forward will require a 
specific amount of uncertainty as the field 
evolves. This uncertainty comes from pulling 
together seemingly disparate research threads. 
As such, research, program, and policy 
leadership will need to have an appetite for 
creative merging of insights across studies to 
develop a more coherent and robust picture 
on the factors and mechanisms that propel 
resilience development. 
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A Need for a Shared Agenda Going Forward

With this backdrop, a compelling opportunity now exists to move forward on a resilience 
agenda that leverages more transdisciplinary thinking and jointness. Figure 1 illustrates 
how transdisciplinary research efforts differ from interdisciplinary research efforts.

 Tremendous activities have begun to build resilience in parallel streams, such as efforts 
to address climate vulnerability, mitigation, and adaptation or interventions to reduce the 
exposure to adverse childhood experiences (ACEs). But without clear merging and better 
alignment of these efforts (i.e., through a transdisciplinary approach), pushing forward in 
both the science and practice of resilience will remain challenging, because actions to address 
common root drivers remain siloed. For example, the mechanisms that underlie many of the 
assets, risks, and vulnerabilities in both climate vulnerability and traditional ACEs are not as 
discrete or disparate as often considered (e.g., children living in poverty are at higher risk for 
both ACEs and the adverse impacts of climate change), yet relatively little resilience research 
combines child trauma exposures and environmental risk. 

Despite prior work in psychology demonstrating the four waves of how resilience 
research has evolved in that discipline — 1) identifying resilience factors; 2) embedding 
resilience in developmental and ecological processes with attention to cultural influences 
on resilience; 3) intervening in resilience; and 4) resilience research on multiple systems 
levels — the broader field of resilience research and practice across disciplines and sectors 
has not yet embraced this full evolution (O’Dougherty Wright, Masten, & Narayan, 
2012). Given the resilience backlash issues noted earlier, a fifth wave of resilience has 
been proposed. This wave calls for an explicit incorporation of social justice values into 
resilience work. As Aranda and Hart describe, it constitutes a move away from the focus 
on individuals as sources of action, or on structures as external forces, separate and unconnected 

(Aranda & Hart, 2015). This wave focuses on the integration of context 
as more than just a backdrop to help communities cope with adverse 
conditions, and instead, helps to focus resilience in ways that challenge 
the very existence of injustice. 

In the context of core principles of equity and its relationship to 
resilience development (i.e., the chronic stress response), we have not 
adequately acknowledged the complex systems that typically reinforce 
persistent inequities. In other words, it is difficult to address equity and 
justice issues through siloed, or single-factor interventions (Stillman 
& Ridini, 2015). In field building, attention must be paid to points of 
synthesis and integration to catalyze the next generation of inquiry and 
application. Thus, siloed interventions do not work in moving a field.

Finally, resilience now is in the larger context of other national and global movements 
that can complement progress. But these efforts also can confuse stakeholders if not 
addressed carefully. These movements include community well-being, sustainability, 
equity and health equity, and Culture of Health, among others (American Public Health 
Association, 2016; Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2016; RWJF, 
2016a; United Nations, 2016). A great opportunity exists to find synergistic points with these 
efforts, but only if the resilience field takes time to align and integrate common principles. 

Resilience now is in the larger 
context of other national and 
global movements that can 
complement progress.  
But these efforts also can 
confuse stakeholders if not 
addressed carefully. 
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The remainder of this paper outlines a proposed agenda for moving resilience research 
and practice to the next stage, building on key principles of field building and integration, 
to connect and link across disciplinary and sector lines as well as with other national 
movements, and to fundamentally “unstick” the current state of the field. While some efforts 
have been made to outline gaps in resilience research or opportunities for practice, other 
reports have had two challenges. They either have been highly specialized to specific sectors 
only or have offered important but numerous insights and recommendations, making it 
difficult to prioritize which directions to pursue across disciplines and sectors to advance 
transdisciplinary work [Bhamra et al., 2011; Cutter et al., 2013; Fleming & Ledogar, 2008; 
NAS, 2012; United States Agency for International Development (USAID), 2013]. To fill this 
gap, this agenda paper focuses more simply on a few key areas in which action can move a 
more integrative resilience field. The paper primarily builds on the insights offered from a 
meeting of experts held in June 2016, convened by the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation 
in collaboration with the RAND Corporation, to explore the state of the resilience field and 
opportunities for further development. The meeting uniquely brought together researchers 
across disciplines as well as practitioners and policymakers across sectors for a day-long 
discussion of the topic. More information about this meeting is offered in chapter 2.
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A
pproximately 80 leading researchers, practitioners, and policymakers met in 
June 2016 to explore opportunities for a future resilience agenda. A primary 
focus was on how progress in parallel streams of activity (i.e., individual 
and community resilience research and practice) could be brought together. 
The meeting also sought to identify enduring questions which need to be 

answered in order to further advance the field and successfully implement resilience 
concepts. In advance of the meeting, we convened a group of five resilience experts 
(expert advisory group), representing academia, practice, advocacy and policy, to review a 
pre-meeting discussion paper and provide insight on the meeting aims and agenda. Their 
feedback shaped the final version of the pre-meeting discussion paper* that was sent to all 
attendees in advance of the June meeting. 

The primary objective of the June 2016 meeting was to help members of the resilience 
field understand how to better integrate lessons learned from individual resilience research 
with community resilience research, including work from fields such as community 
psychology (including addressing community trauma), community science, social movement 
theory, and emergency preparedness. The meeting participants (Appendix C ) represented 
the disciplines of psychology, sociology, medicine, public health, environmental science, 
community science, urban planning, and law, among other fields. The participants also 
represented various government and nongovernmental sectors (nonprofit, academia, faith 
based, business), with particular attention to including individuals who have conducted 
research and/or implemented resilience-based programs or policy to address individual and/
or community factors in resilience. The RWJF-RAND team purposefully selected experts 
who often meet in specialized resilience discussions but do not convene together. 

* Available online at: www.rwjf.org/en/library/features/resilience-convening-2016.html

2. Resilience 
Roundtable to 
Generate  
Agenda Priorities

http://www.rwjf.org/en/library/features/resilience-convening-2016.html
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We sent the discussion paper to the meeting participants with three aims (RWJF, 2016b):

• To review the current literature on resilience science and practice to ensure Roundtable 
participants, who are leaders across many fields and disciplines, came to the meeting 
with a foundation of common understanding;

• To identify four potential topics (acute and chronic stress; systems orientation; 
workforce development; culture and equity) around which to organize the agenda 
and deepen resilience research, policy, and programs; and 

• To stimulate discussion among experts at the meeting, particularly across fields 
and disciplines.

The topics in the discussion paper came from a review of literature and current practice, 
in which we noted the current state of resilience science and action and remaining gaps. 
The topics were selected because they offered key points of intersection or synergy between 
the fields of individual and community resilience. The topics also were carefully selected 
to represent the key opportunities and challenges that have begun to converge from 
current research and lessons learned in practice. Actions across these topic areas would 
help galvanize a new and more integrated direction for the broader field of resilience. 

During the meeting, groups of researchers and practitioners (including policymakers) 
met in breakout sessions to discuss each topic and offer recommendations in four areas:

• Facilitate ongoing multisectoral and interdisciplinary dialogue on resilience;

• Expand or enhance policies, programs, and services (content, aims, and outcomes), 
and improve delivery mechanisms;

• Better orient the workforce to resilience;

• Develop resilience measures and performance systems that can help guide 
future investments.

The meeting began with a series of small group discussions led by RWJF and RAND 
staff, then ended with a whole group discussion to identify major insights and 
recommendations (the meeting agenda is available online at www.rwjf.org/en/library/

features/resilience-convening-2016.html) (RWJF, 2016b). The 
whole group also was provided an opportunity to identify other 
topic areas, to ensure that participants did not rely only on the four 
discussion paper topic areas. 

Two research assistants took notes during the meeting to capture the 
content comprehensively and accurately. To augment these transcripts, 
the team incorporated notes taken by breakout facilitators, including 
whiteboard content. Finally, we used a graphic artist to record meeting 
themes using real-time illustration (example in Figure 2).

The topics were selected 
because they offered key 
points of intersection or 
synergy between the fields 
of individual and community 
resilience. Actions across 
these topic areas would help 
galvanize a new and more 
integrated direction for the 
broader field of resilience. 

http://www.rwjf.org/en/library/features/resilience-convening-2016.html
http://www.rwjf.org/en/library/features/resilience-convening-2016.html
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During the final part of the meeting, the meeting attendees also participated in a ranking 
exercise of future directions for the field of resilience (see Table 1, also in Appendix B). 
Attendees were asked to use the meeting discussion and their own expertise to identify 
up to three priority areas that would allow the field of resilience to work in more effective, 
transdisciplinary, and multisectoral ways. The group acknowledged that many specific 
research and practice questions can be pursued that link disciplines and sectors, and in 
particular, knit together individual and community resilience. However, the participants 
identified several gaps they considered to be the major impediments to pursuing joint or 
interconnected work and thus further building the resilience field.

We further organized and collapsed the key gaps into the three meeting themes, 
integrating some of these concepts into recommendations (see chapters 3–5). The themes are 
focused on 1) Stresses: addressing the continuum of stress from acute to chronic; 2) Systems: 
developing and building systems that are oriented to resilience; and 3) Workforce: building a 
broader workforce that can integrate resilience principles. As noted in Table 1, several priority 
areas exist, with leadership and systems thinking ranking as the highest priorities. 

The meeting proceedings were then briefly summarized so that participants could 
provide any additional thoughts on the themes during a comment period (Appendix B). 
These notes form the basis of the remainder of this paper. The research team also reconvened 
the expert advisory group to review the meeting notes and to comment on the direction and 
content of this resilience agenda paper.

FIGURE 2

Opening Plenary 
Summary Notes 
From the Graphic 
Reporter 
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TABLE 1

Percentage of Attendees’ Top Priority Votes for Each Future Direction  
for Advancing the Field of Resilience 

FUTURE DIRECTION  
FOR THE FIELD OF  
RESILIENCE DESCRIPTION

% OF ATTENDEES 
VOTING IT AS A 
TOP PRIORITY*

THEME AREA 
REFLECTING  
PRIORITY 

Promote workforce development Ensure systems thinking (e.g., promote 
workforce to see themselves as ‘agents of 
change’ working within larger systems)

64% Workforce

Promote equity Ensure voices from all are reflected in 
decision-making and resource distribution 

64% All themes

Identify best practices, programs and 
policies

Aggregate and synthesize both naturally 
occurring innovations and programs that 
have been evaluated

57% Systems

Develop a minimalist set of measures Ensure measures capture response to 
acute stress and presence of capabilities 
and capacities to deal with chronic 
stresses of all varieties

44% Systems

Offer incentives Identify return on investments for 
involvement across sectors and develop 
financial and other incentives to 
encourage movement toward resilient 
mindset

43% Systems

Pool community experience Bring together community experiential 
and traditional data

42% Stresses

Create accountability framework Create frameworks that identify 
governance structures, and how 
organizational leaders should behave to 
advance resilience

39% Systems

Generate stories Generate compelling stories for 
policymakers and broader community 
(well-being, resilience)

38% Stresses

Scale-up strategic components Synthesize, transfer and scale-up core 
components of effective resilience 
strategy

29% Systems

Create a unified picture Demonstrate individual, family, and 
community/systems connections across 
the stress continuum

29% Stresses

Link with cultural norms Link with organizational and cultural 
norms and social movements

28% Stresses

Clarify systems and sectors Develop a shared understanding of human 
development across systems and sectors

19% Systems

*Percentages do not add up to 100% because meeting attendees were allowed to vote for up to three top priorities.
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Purpose of This Agenda

In the remainder of this paper, we build on the three themes described earlier: Stresses, 
Systems, and Workforce. Participants emphasized that a deeper understanding of 
these themes would help to address the challenge of advancing the resilience agenda 
and bringing together complementary streams of inquiry. They also described recent 
movement to connect work that focuses on acute shocks (e.g., hurricane) and work that 
focuses on long-term and degrading stresses (e.g., community violence), but more effort is 
needed to fully understand that continuum of stress, how research can unpack resilience 
development mechanisms across that continuum, and how we can create policy and 
practice that addresses the stress continuum across settings and contexts (chapter 3). 

In addition, participants noted two areas that will require more focus if we are to 
move toward transdisciplinary approaches and ‘jointness:’ the use of systems analysis 
and systems thinking within and across systems that build resilience (chapter 4); and 
the development of a workforce that can leverage and embed resilience principles into 
research, practice, and policy (chapter 5). If we do not move toward a resilient systems 
understanding, in which current research remains limited, we cannot embed the 
orientation in our structures, which is needed to realize resilience outputs and outcomes. 
If the workforce does not understand resilience principles and frameworks, we cannot 
move research, policy, and practice effectively. 

As referenced earlier, some disciplines, like psychology, have already outlined waves of 
resilience research, moving from understanding individual factors to using systems analysis 
for policies and programs. But these waves have yet to be translated to resilience research 
and practice that cuts across all disciplines and sectors, which contribute to the development 
of resilience. We should also note that participants expressed the belief that the theme of 
culture and equity (a topic in the pre-meeting, discussion paper) was not a single theme, but 
more of an integrative construct that should be acknowledged in each of the three themes 
on the agenda. 

Chapters 3 through 5 briefly summarize the future directions (including gaps and where 
progress needs to be made) for which we identified opportunities for better discipline and 
sector alignment, as well as potential actions or recommendations that could be pursued 
in the research, practice, and policy community to advance the field. We used a 10-year 
horizon when discussing resilience agenda directions; at the end of the paper, we describe 
some potential steps beyond that horizon. Where relevant, we describe actions at individual/
household levels, as well as those in the context of whole communities, and identify places 
where single system and multisystem reform may be needed. 

To help readers begin to examine aspects of each of the agenda’s recommendations, we 
developed a set of self-reflection questions (Appendix D). Readers can use these self-reflection 
questions as they review the agenda to reflect on gaps and strengths in their individual work 
and how they might expand their work to better integrate resilience research and practice. 
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Background

A
n area of active research involves the concept of allostasis (the process 
by which the body responds to stressors in order to regain homeostasis). 
This work has demonstrated the converging impacts of acute and chronic 
stress (McEwen & Tucker, 2011; McEwen & Wingfield, 2003). Yet, most 
of this work has occurred within particular disciplines, such as biology, 

psychology, sociology, or environmental health. Research or practice has not framed this 
understanding of stress in a comprehensive model or measurement system that adequately 
captures the compounding influence of stress at both individual and community levels; 
across the full ecosystem; and through an appreciation of cultural meaning in the 
stress experience. 

At the individual level, the stress response triggers a number of physiologic changes, 
including rapid breathing, increased pulse rate and blood pressure, and a release of blood 
sugar and fats from storage sites in the body. While beneficial in responding to acute stress, 
repeated activation of this adaptive response over time can lead to negative consequences 
(Karatsoreos & McEwen, 2011; Selye, 1936). Recently, stress has been viewed within 
the context of allostasis, allostatic load, and overload. Allostasis is the ability to achieve 
stability through behavioral or physiological change, whereas allostatic load and overload 
refer to repeated exposure to stress and the wear and tear it can inflict on individuals and 
communities. In the short term, exposure to stress can be adaptive as long as allostasis 
is maintained. However, over time chronic stressors and the resulting maladaptive 
behaviors may increase susceptibility to poor physical and mental health (McEwen, 
2006). For example, repeat activation of the sympathetic nervous system in response to 
acute stressors can interfere with growth during child development. An extreme example 
of this phenomenon is psychosocial short stature (a version of failure to thrive), where 
the production of growth hormone is affected due to repeated release of stress hormones 
(Clougherty & Kubzansky, 2009). 

3. Stresses

A Resilience 
Framework  
Should Be Applied 
Across a Variety  
of Stresses 
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The conceptual framework of allostatic overload can help to explain why stress, racial 
traumatization, adverse childhood experiences, or repeated exposure to environmental 
toxins, can lead to health consequences across the lifespan, from vulnerability to acute 
exacerbations and triggering events to chronic disease. However, not all allostatic responses 
result in overload. For example, “good stress,” or stress that increases function and 
performance can directly contribute to resilience by providing stability in the face of a 
changing environment. As such, it is critical to consider resilience over both the short term, 
in the face of an acute challenge, and the long term, as a measure of adaptive capacity over 
time (Karatsoreos & McEwen, 2011).

Community environments, both positive and negative, also have been shown to 
influence allostatic load in individuals. In a large national sample of adolescents, exposure to 
greater cumulative neighborhood risk/stress, as defined by neighborhood sociodemographic 
characteristics, food and physical activity environments, family environments, and crime 
risk, resulted in higher allostatic load. This relationship between neighborhood, family, 
and individual risk/stress exposure and individual allostatic load extended beyond that of 
household risk (defined by household poverty and other parental characteristics, including 
allostatic load) (Theall, Drury, & Shirtcliff, 2012). Since stress response can vary based on 
past experiences of chronic stress, approaches to build resilience will need to take into 
account the different types of support required for communities, families, and individuals 
based on their stress background. Accumulating evidence suggests that health disparities can 
be partially attributed to allostatic overload resulting from exposure to multiple physical, 
social, and psychosocial stressors, at the individual, household, and community levels. 

Key Themes From Resilience Roundtable Discussions

During the June 2016 Resilience Roundtable discussions, participants noted challenges 
in taking an integrated approach to resilience measurement that incorporates a variety 
of stresses at multiple levels (individual, family, community) both day-to-day and in 
response to stressors over time. Some of the difficulties in assuming a holistic approach 

were not attributable to a lack of research linking acute and chronic 
stress, but rather emerged from the challenge of crafting a compelling 
narrative about these interconnections. Participants argued that there 
is a stubborn disconnect between disciplines that focus on human 
aspects of resilience and those that focus on the construct of “place.” 
As such, developing a unified framework that uses shared resilience 
language relevant to researchers, practitioners, and policymakers 
will be crucial to overcoming this hurdle. Participants described the 
lack of available data to assess resilience over these continuums and 
the difficulty in incorporating complex protective factors, as well as 
the interplay between acute and chronic stresses, into this type of 

resilience assessment. In the area of practice, participants identified entrenched barriers 
to operationalizing resilience research for implementation, particularly in the areas of 
scalability and generalizability when considering both acute and chronic stress together.

In response to these issues, participants suggested that new streams of data (e.g., social 
media, community experiential data) should be incorporated into a future resilience 

Participants argued that  
there is a stubborn disconnect 
between disciplines that 
focus on human aspects of 
resilience and those that focus 
on the construct of “place.”
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assessment framework. They underscored the need to include more comprehensive, 
community profile and historical information to fully appreciate chronic stress, and to 
ensure policies also recognize the continuum. Participants offered that new methodological 
approaches might be needed to understand this continuum of stress, including more 
complex system modeling and participatory research methods. Finally, participants 
highlighted the need to craft holistic resilience narratives that embrace acute and chronic 
stress. This effort may require partnering with storytellers and journalists to frame the stress 
continuum. This approach to narrative development would ensure that resilience does not 
lose its core focus on issues of enduring stress and how that relates to persistent inequity, 
a criticism in the resilience backlash mentioned earlier (chapter 1) (Allmark et al., 2014). 

Theme Recommendations

The insights and discussion from the Resilience Roundtable may be summarized 
in the form of three recommendations for future study, as well as policy and/or 
program development.

Recommendation 1: Develop a taxonomy of stressors and related policy that will 

support an integrated approach to resilience assessment over the continuums 

of time (day-to-day stress and over the long term) and level (individual, family, 

community). Incorporate community historical knowledge and ideas into data 

assessment and measurement. 

Although stress responses can be thought of as either adaptive or maladaptive, it is more 
likely that they operate along a continuum, with their ultimate consequence determined 
by timing, intensity, duration, future experience, and the background of the individual 
(Suri & Vaidya, 2015). Building resilience to acute stresses (such as natural disasters) cannot 
be done in isolation, but instead, must be viewed within the context of the entire lifespan, 
both historical and future. 

Additionally, just as the stress response operates along a continuum from acute 
to chronic, it also operates within a physical and social context. It is widely recognized 
that neighborhood or area-level factors contribute to a person’s health and resilience, 
independent of, and in combination with, individual attributes and behaviors (Diez Roux, 
2001). Research needs to account for the fact that individuals are nested within families and 
families are nested within communities, with scientific studies accounting for group level 
effects. Additionally, these factors can act as both acute and chronic stressors and buffers. 
For example, both individual poverty and neighborhood poverty concentration can lead 
to individual chronic stress. 

At the same time, poverty at the individual or neighborhood level can also lead to poor 
housing conditions and, consequently, greater exposure to acute events, such as natural 
disasters. The effect of exposure to an acute event may be heightened in someone who has 
had prolonged exposure to other chronic stressors, as a result of allostatic overload. This 
stress-related concept of allostatic load as an explicit mechanism by which chronic physical 
and social environmental stress modifies the effects of acute stress has been described in 
frameworks to examine environmental health disparities (Morello-Frosch & Shenassa, 2006). 
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Although such frameworks have existed for some time and there has been a growing call 
for research to take a “cumulative risk” approach, systematically measuring or assessing the 
full continuum of stress is rarely done in practice or across disciplines and sectors together 
(National Research Council, 2009). 

While there has been greater movement toward developing comprehensive resilience 
indices, these measurement tools are still limited in their ability to capture stress across a 
community’s history or individual’s lifespan. One such example is the City Resilience Index, 
supported by the Rockefeller Foundation and developed by Arup (Arup, 2015). While this 
index is meant to provide a holistic assessment of city resilience and takes a comprehensive 
approach to multiple dimensions of resilience (health and well-being; economy and 
society; infrastructure and environment; and leadership and strategy), it is limited to current 
performance. The index does not have a mechanism to capture historical trauma, which is 
of particular interest to many communities and will influence their resilience trajectories, 
regardless of the current state. 

This critical assessment is similarly absent from other indices meant to capture 
community resilience, such as the Coastal Community Resilience Index (Sempier, Swann, 
Emmer, Sempier, & Schneider, 2010). The limitation of not accounting for collective 
community experience is exacerbated when one considers the fact that historical stress 
occurring at the individual, family, and community level will play a role in resilience 
trajectories for individuals and communities. The development of a taxonomy of acute and 
chronic stress across the full continuum that can be assessed and measured consistently 
across populations and communities is critical to forming an integrated model of resilience 
and mapping out potential intervention points.  

The move to “whole community” strategies can also aid in this capture of acute 
and chronic stress. For example, in FEMA’s Whole Community Approach to Emergency 
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Management (FEMA, 2011b), the social determinants of community 
preparedness and resilience must be considered in all aspects of 
emergency management and planning. All parts of the community 
should be engaged and empowered, and this engagement will lead 
to a better understanding of the needs of the community. Finally, 
this type of framework recognizes that resilience requires identifying 
and strengthening the assets and programs that already work well in 
communities. 

Data assessment and measurement must not only incorporate 
community historical knowledge but ideas and perspectives. Community 
members are an invaluable resource and can offer unique perspectives 
on historical trauma, social dynamics, and feasibility of interventions. 
The development of a taxonomy of acute and chronic stress must 

incorporate representative input from the community. This input will help to both build 
and retain the assets and strengths of the community, while ensuring that the data collection 
effort is capturing facets of resilience that may be unique to a particular community. 
Community involvement is also crucial to the collection of new and emerging data types 
(e.g., social media or community experiential data) as well as the dissemination of any data 
collection and resulting findings.

Recommendation 2: Capture resilience data longitudinally from individuals and 

communities to support the development of complex systems modeling, and pilot 

test interventions based on that systems modeling.

Some meeting attendees noted the difficulty of incorporating “upstream” factors 
that account for a differential distribution of stress (such as racial discrimination and 
marginalization) into a resilience framework. However, researchers can increasingly turn 
to complex systems approaches to take into account stresses at multiple levels, reciprocal 
relations, and interactions between them (Galea, Riddle, & Kaplan, 2010). Complex 
systems approaches allow for mapping of agents and processes involved in producing 
outcomes and can be used to decide on data to be collected and how it can be used to 
inform potential interventions (Glass, Goodman, Hernán, & Samet, 2013). Parameterizing 
such models requires an understanding of the relationships and feedback loops between 
multiple stresses and outcomes. While past research has examined such relationships, it 
has typically been done within a single context or type of context, such as following a 
traumatic event, loss, or other adverse event. Whether these findings can generalize to 
other contexts, which may or may not include exacerbation by ongoing, chronic stress, is 
still unclear. This gap suggests the need for prospective and longitudinal designs to better 
characterize predictive relationships for resilience (Schetter & Dolbier, 2011).

In the practice and policy arenas, there has been a focus on discipline or sector-
specific, rather than integrated, approaches. Community advocates have long argued that 
neighborhoods of racial and ethnic minorities or those of lower socioeconomic status are 
burdened by multiple environmental and socioeconomic stresses, contributing to a “double 
jeopardy” (Institute of Medicine Committee on Environmental Justice, 1999). However, 
most regulatory action has focused on the effects of a single source of stress. As in research, 
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spatial clustering of physical and social stress, interactions between acute and chronic stress, 
and the multiple dimensions of policy action necessitate taking a more integrated approach. 
Complex system modeling can be used to optimize interventions for multiple stresses, 
and these interventions can then be pilot tested in communities where they can have the 
largest impact. 

Recommendation 3: Focus on narratives, storytelling, and digital media to increase 

understanding within and across communities of acute and chronic stress and build 

a culture of resilience.

In the absence of an acute event, slow-moving disasters such as climate change, or its resulting 
impacts (e.g., sea level rise and coastal land loss), community trauma, or systemic and 
unconscious bias, can seem intangible. One way to make such issues feel more concrete is to 
develop a personal connection through narrative and storytelling. In fact, the power of story is 
increasingly being used as a vehicle to bolster civic engagement, strengthen social bonds, and 

bridge participatory culture and politics. While 
some have argued that the decline in American 
informal and formal civic organizations 
is, at least, partially due to a rise in media 
consumption, others have made the case that 
popular culture is a resource around which 
to engage people, especially young people, 
civically and politically (Bowling, 2000; Jenkins, 
Shresthova, Gamber-Thompson, Kligler-
Vilenchik, & Zimmerman, 2016). 

Groups like the Harry Potter Alliance 
and the Nerdfighters have cultivated a shared 

sense of civic responsibility by building on young people’s passions around popular culture 
(Kligler-Vilenchik, 2013). Perhaps one of the most well-known uses of story to narrow the 
empathy gap and bring citizens closer together is StoryCorps. Launched in 2003, the mission 
of StoryCorps is to preserve and share humanity’s stories in order to build connections 
between people and create a more just and compassionate world (StoryCorps). In 2015, 
StoryCorps piloted an oral history project to capture an entire generation of American lives 
and experiences while fostering meaningful connections within families, communities, and 
the classroom. As part of the “The Great Thanksgiving Listen,” high school students were 
encouraged to record an interview with a grandparent or other elder using the free StoryCorps 
app, which would ultimately be uploaded to an archive at the Library of Congress. 

 Engaging communities to build resilience to slow-moving disasters, such as climate 
change, is notoriously difficult because the perceived sense of temporal and spatial distance 
from the actual problem results in less personal connection. This challenge is complicated 
and thus requires better use of narrative. As noted earlier, field building requires the 
development of shared constituencies, often linked through narrative (Graham, 2002). 
While there has been sporadic work to engage the public on climate change through the arts 
(for one example, see the eco-theater group, Superhero Clubhouse, based in New York City), 
more consistent use of the storytelling methodology is needed. Further, it has been argued 
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that solving complex social problems, like climate change, requires not only engagement 
through storytelling, but technologies to turn passive citizens into change agents, including 
through the use of video games (Jens Hoff & Quentin Gausset eds., 2015). EVOKE is one 
such game, developed by the World Bank Institute, that helps empower people all over 
the world to come up with creative solutions to urgent social problems like climate change 
(Evoke web page).

Building on the groundwork of success in storytelling for social movements, a new 
resilience agenda would benefit from incorporating narrative approaches to bring citizens 
together, foster empathy, and close the racial, socioeconomic, and generational divides. 
Initiatives can span the arts (theater, poetry slams, creative writing, etc.) and make use of a 
variety of media, including social media, online video, and gaming. Further, these efforts 
should be inclusive of the communities they represent. Intergenerational partnerships 
between grandparents and grandchildren (or other elderly and young participants) can 
develop an oral history of the community and its ties to the land, as well as imagine what 
a resilient future will look like. Storytelling allows communities to imagine a future where 
obstacles that were once perceived as intractable are removed. This process enables a shift 
in identity toward greater agency, thereby promoting a culture of resilience. 

http://www.urgentevoke.com
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Background

W
ide-scale changes are needed not only to reduce the continuum of 
stresses (acute and chronic) that individuals and communities face, 
but to connect and improve the complex range of dynamic and 
interconnected systems (e.g., health, justice, education) that constitute 
a community (Holland, 1992). Achieving lasting change on a wide 

scale will require these systems, not just independently but as a dynamic whole, to 
become more resilient (Chandra et al., 2011; O’Sullivan et al., 2013). While the capacity 
to prevent, withstand, and mitigate the stress of an incident may already exist across some 
social networks, a set of networked adaptive capacities is needed to build full community 
resilience (Norris et al., 2008). 

Complex systems theory is a useful framework for conceptualizing resilience 
because it embodies the basic tenets of nonlinearity (e.g., the nonlinear processes that 
characterize disaster response and recovery); adaptability (e.g., responding to environmental 
shocks or stress); and connectivity across a range of scales (i.e., between individuals 
within communities and from one community to another) (Andries, Folke, Walker, & 
Ostrom, 2013). 

In complex systems theory, the relationships between components give rise to the 
collective behaviors of a system and how the system interacts and forms relationships with 
its environment (e.g.,  Masten, 2013). This model challenges the normative thinking that 
every observed effect has an observable cause and that the whole can be understood by 
studying the pieces (MacKinnon & Derickson, 2013). One might conceptualize a complex 
system through the example of a jazz ensemble. Unlike other collective musical activities, 
such as a marching band, a jazz ensemble has no hierarchical direction and no prescribed 
actions. Members of the ensemble agree to a general set of rules but are free to improvise. 
While the general characteristics of the music can be anticipated, each performance will be 
different, and is the result not of one individual, but  of the whole system (Wendell, 2003). 

4. Systems

A Systems 
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It is impossible to predict a desired outcome from a single action in complex systems; 
therefore, an understanding of this model can help us formulate more holistic approaches to 
promote overall community well-being. Taking a more holistic approach that acknowledges 
the interconnections between systems also helps minimize reductionistic approaches that 
may fix problems in a single system in the short term while creating problems in other 
systems in the longer term (e.g., a program that reduces welfare payments in the short term 
for individuals working part-time inadvertently results in individuals quitting their jobs since 
they make more from welfare than working part-time, which in turn, negatively impacts a 
community’s economy).

Key Themes From Resilience Roundtable Discussions

During the June 2016 Resilience Roundtable discussions, participants explored the systems 
issues related to resilience. While most participants prioritized the need for a systems 
orientation to further resilience research and policy, noting that the lack of that orientation 
was central to why integrative progress across individual and community resilience domains 
had not occurred, many participants also struggled definitionally and conceptually. They 
asked questions about what constituted the system, how to bound the system, and how 
to move resilience principles through an adaptive system. Participants argued for better 
articulation of the goal for a system that effectively promotes resilience, and whether the 
field should move to a single system or simply a better way to align existing systems (e.g., 
education, health, workforce) to promote similar resilience outcomes. 

They also engaged in dialogue about what policies can support resilience in a systems 
framework, and what policies historically served as impediments across systems to 
advancing resilience (e.g., residential segregation and related economic and educational 
policies). Participants explored whether there are system attributes, such as governance, 
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or system activities, such as use of incentives, which may be central to developing a more 
robust, resilience-oriented system. 

Finally, participants noted that more work was needed in this resilience system to 
promote a shared vision and shared accountability among sectors working together on 
common resilience metrics. The extent to which new data (e.g., big data) could be used 
to track resilience system performance was also raised. Participants sought better methods 
of establishing return on investment. They noted that many of the current efforts are 
focused on return on resilience alone, but should be viewed as returns on resilience and 
equity together. 

Theme Recommendations

Because of the nascence of systems research and the difficulties that participants had in 
achieving consensus on a clear set of recommendations, the recommendations in this area 
are more exploratory in nature and fall into one of the three areas that influence system 
functioning: system structure and performance; information and data; and financing and 
economics (Luthar & Cicchetti, 2000).

Recommendation 4: Develop a community resilience systems map that defines the 

system boundaries (i.e., key actors and intersection points) and margins of system 

performance (i.e., thresholds where performance is adversely affected).

We are still learning what constitutes a resilient system; however, to advance the field, 
we need to go beyond embedding principles of resilience into existing systems and truly 
identify what a transdisciplinary resilient system (Figure 1) looks like (how a system can be 
nimble and proactive, support change and learning, etc.) (McNulty, 2016) and how they 
develop (e.g., self-organization) and grow (e.g., flexible and adaptive responses) (Orach & 
Schlüter, 2016). The Infrastructure System-of-Systems Group (I-SOS) is one example of an 
interdisciplinary research approach to mapping, modeling, and simulating both human and 
infrastructure systems to understand the impacts of climate change. By trying to map this 
complex system of systems, the I-SOS Group hopes to develop new frameworks, metrics, 
and data architectures to help understand the interdependencies between infrastructure and 
humans [individuals and social networks (I-SOS Group, 2014)] with the ultimate goal of 
deriving mechanisms through which to minimize the impacts of climate change. 

Since communities are complex adaptive systems with many working parts that 
can be highly unpredictable (since relationships between parts of the system are not 
linear), an important first step is mapping out the key actors and intersection points that 
comprise the boundaries of a community and then beginning to identify the margins 
(i.e., thresholds where system performance becomes compromised). These boundaries and 
margins may vary across communities, so understanding where thresholds lie and how to 
systematically examine them across communities may require new methods or data (see 
Recommendation 1). Shared, accurate, and precise knowledge of the dynamics and location 
of current boundaries and margins are a necessary component of a resilient community and 
may help systems to realize key resilience principles (e.g., maintain diversity and redundancy; 
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manage connectivity; encourage learning; widen participation) and 
identify appropriate ways to evaluate and improve system performance 
(Simonsen et al., 2014). 

The use of complex systems theory has been applied to the public 
health efforts to mitigate tobacco use in a socially beneficial way (e.g., 
reducing deaths by cigarette smoking, while considering how to maintain 
the tax revenues and GDP contribution of the tobacco industry). 
Multiple systems influence tobacco products — e.g., the public; product 
manufacturers; farmers; government agencies; the health care industry; 
retailers; insurers. Public behavior can influence the behavior of many 
of these systems (e.g., retailers will adjust behaviors to meet consumer 
demands; manufacturers will adjust volume of product). 

Examining interventions using a complex systems approach allows 
us to understand the potential influence of multiple interventions (e.g., advertising bans, 
manufacturing milder blends of tobacco) and compare differences in outcomes that may 
occur if interventions are done simultaneously or in sequence (Brodsky et al., 2011). In 
the same way, using a complex systems approach could help communities understand 
the interconnections in community systems, select resilience interventions that may work 
better together (in sequence or simultaneously), and adjust interventions as changes to the 
system occurs.

Additionally, a systems map would help to identify where institutions and policies need 
to be interconnected and nested to ensure problems that arise can be efficiently addressed 
in a collective manner at the appropriate scale. This nesting of institutions and policies 
that make autonomous yet connected decisions, referred to as polycentric governance, is 
thought to promote resilience through improving connectivity, the potential for response 
diversity (and consequently the inclusion of local voice), and redundancy across the system 
(Simonsen et al., 2014). 

Recommendation 5: Identify effective models for inter-organizational and 

administrative partnerships and return on investment for investing in 

partnership activities.

With this model in mind, one framework to achieve resilience and well-being is 
through an “enterprise” approach, which harnesses a full range of government and 
nongovernmental organizations, communities, and individuals and calls for a high level of 
integration and coordination among a wide range of organizations (Chandra et al., 2011) 
and agile leaders. The hope is that this approach allows progressive and sound decisions 
in a constantly changing environment, often with incomplete information. Because of 
nonlinearities and interacting relationships, it is difficult to identify possible failure points 
without observing how the system reacts, as a whole. But, communities can increase 
the volume and diversity of their resources by developing effective partnerships across 
the enterprise. Several elements can serve to increase the efficacy of these partnerships. 
Establishing and clearly delineating roles and responsibilities among partners can establish 
“ownership” of critical tasks and prevent confusion during and after a stressful event.

Using a complex systems 
approach could help 
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Recommendation 6: Identify cutting-edge policies, practices and plans from across 

the globe and share them across systems, disciplines, and levels (organization, 

family, individual).

No system to support translation and dissemination of effective resilience policies, 
programs, or plans exists. Without a mechanism to identify, organize, and share these 
policies, programs, and plans it will be difficult for the field to bring local and state 
innovations to scale nationwide. A registry of evidence-based resilience programs and 
exemplary emergency, environmental, and community development plans is a necessary 
first step to help advance the field of resilience. Other fields have established processes 
for building and rating evidence-based programs and practices. For example, the National 
Registry of Evidence-Based Programs and Practices (NREPP) was one of the first national 
registries for scientifically established behavioral health interventions. To be included in 
NREPP, programs and practices undergo an extensive review process and are rated on 
the methodological rigor of evaluation studies, the size of the impact on an outcome, 

the degree to which a program was implemented as designed, and 
the strength of a program’s conceptual framework. A learning center 
offers resources to support selection, adoption, implementation, 
and evaluation of the programs and practices in NREPP. 

Although the nature of resilience ‘interventions’ (i.e., policies, 
practices, plans) may look different than traditional programs (e.g., 
cascading shifts in policy changes from state to local, organizational 
partnership development), some processes may be particularly effective. 
A registry, similar to NREPP, could help elevate some of the innovative 
resilience policy work happening across the nation. For example, the 
Foundation for Healthy Generations is using a layered action approach 
to collective action across Washington state to embed developmental 
neuroscience, epigenetics, adverse childhood experiences, and resilience 

findings in policy, using tools to support better understanding of community data and 
coordinate community action (Foundation For Healthy Generations, 2016).

However, a static registry is not enough: Implementation support (e.g., tools, 
communities of practice) and evaluation measures are needed to promote translation and 
track replication of these ‘interventions.’ In particular, tracking of interventions should 
attend to uptake and adoption of interventions by target populations. For example, despite 
the availability of flood insurance programs, one type of resilience intervention, many 
individuals still lack appropriate coverage (e.g., in Louisiana, only 42 percent of homes 
and businesses in high-risk areas have flood insurance) (Karlin, 2016). Understanding why 
interventions like this are not broadly adopted (e.g., investigating whether perhaps premiums 
are not affordable or there is unfamiliarity about increased vulnerability to flooding caused 
by climate change) and what alternatives or adaptations might be required to improve 
adoption will be necessary for implementation at scale. 

While work has begun to define the boundaries of involved systems, we still know 
little about the legal structures, decision-making supports, administrative relationships, 
and inter-organizational partnerships that are needed for a system to be flexible and 
responsive to stress (Benson & Garmestani, 2011). Strong governance is a key element 
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of resilience, and policies designed to make a community more resilient can contribute 
to improving daily quality of life, the economy, and overall community development 
(Committee on Increasing National Resilience to Hazards and Disasters & Committee on 
Science Engineering and Public Policy, 2012b). Policy mechanisms can play a role in risk 
management through the provision of data and information to evaluate hazards, through 
improvement of specific subsystems of a community (Longstaff, Armstrong, Perrin, Parker, 
& Hidek, 2010), or through the improvement of essential community services such as 
education or health care (Committee on Increasing National Resilience to Hazards and 
Disasters & Committee on Science Engineering and Public Policy, 2012a). While federal 
policies that promote resilience have been developed (e.g., Homeland Security Presidential 
Directive 8: National Preparedness, the National Health Security Strategy), fewer models of 
state or local policy exist. 

Recommendation 7: Develop a preliminary set of measures that can begin to 

benchmark system resilience and capture resilience return on investment.

The field of resilience lacks performance measures to help understand a system’s resilience 
and guide quality improvement efforts (Chang & Shinozuka, 2004). Validated measures 
are needed to capture whether a system has the capacities that are associated with resilience 
(deployed pre-stress) and whether a system is resilient to stress (deployed post-stress). 
These measures need to take into account: the variety of stresses from acute to chronic; 
reflect the complex adaptive nature of the transdisciplinary system; and acknowledge that 
a resilient system promotes equity and addresses the needs of and provides protection for 
those that are most vulnerable and marginalized (Cutter et al., 2013; Ortiz de Mandojana 
& Bansal, 2015; Patterson, 2015). 

These requirements may be challenging, given that new language and metaphors are 
needed to describe these complex relationships and dynamic behaviors and may be more 
focused on system adaptation (rather than traditional system performance) (Fiksel, 2003). 
For example, Sandia National Laboratories has begun mapping a complex adaptive system of 
systems (e.g., public health, transportation, energy, postal, commercial, telecommunications, 
defense, emergency services, manufacturing, water). Their approach was used to develop 
measures of congestion and cascades in payment systems that contribute to high and low 
liquidity conditions in banks and drive financial insecurities (CASoS Engineering, 2016). 

Similarly, examining performance of dynamic networks and inter-network cascading will 
be an important way to understand complex adaptive system resilience (Barker, Ramirez-
Marquez, & Rocco, 2013). Given the limited empirical research on system resilience, initial 
evaluation and performance measures may need to be deployed (particularly in public- and 
private-funded efforts where there is accountability for data collection) and then updated 
regularly as more practice-based knowledge becomes visible and research becomes available 
(Béné, 2013; Creaco, Fortunato, Franchini, & Mazzola, 2014). Given the inherent focus 
on populations at-risk or traditionally marginalized, evaluation measures should also help 
determine whether resilience building minimizes or perpetuates existing health inequities 
(Reyes, Elias, Parker, & Rosenblatt, 2013). 

Measures should reflect the ‘business case’ for resilience and be useful to practitioners, 
policymakers, and investors so that they are able to understand the risk and ROI in resilience 
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activities. An underpinning characteristic of a resilient system is efficiency (Fiksel, 2003). 
However, given the complexity of the resilience system (described above) we have not yet 
identified how to track financial resources invested in resilience to help understand the 
return on investment in resilience-building activities at multiple scales (e.g., individual, 
family, community) (Game, McDonald-Madden, Puotinen, & Possingham, 2008; Mulder & 
Hagens, 2008). Consequently, we do not have established models for how to fund resilience-
building activities in ways that support immediate and longer-term gains, particularly given 
the variability in baseline condition of communities (i.e., health disparities and inequities) 
(Agrawal & Church, 2013). 

As communities and policymakers perceive various resilience goals, choices, and 
investments to vary in relative importance, a framework for valuation is critical. In particular, 
one area that requires further development is the valuation of social capital. While there has 
been an effort to quantify resilience ‘co-benefits’ or dual benefits of structural investments 
(e.g., green infrastructure), less has been done to measure the indirect resilience benefits 
of human capital investments. Investments to build social cohesion, improve education 

systems, and strengthen civic institutions have been demonstrated to 
increase a community’s resilience, but a better characterization of the 
relationship between such investments and other valuable indirect 
outcomes associated with resilience is needed. Quantification of this 
relationship is critical to accurately estimate the return on investment 
and appropriately weigh costs and benefits of various policies and 
interventions.

 Bond ratings are one example of a current set of easy-to-understand 
measures (e.g., bonds get a letter grade, with a plus or minus sign, to 
denote their risk) that are used to help investors identify risk (Plodinec, 
2016). Given the economic implications of resilience, a similar model 

may be useful to derive a resilience score for communities that could be integrated into 
the credit system and insurance rates and could actually create financial incentives to 
encourage resilience (e.g., insurance credits to residents in resilient communities, penalties 
for redevelopment in flood prone areas) (Plodinec, 2016).  

 As previously mentioned, creating benchmarks of change may also require the 
data capture and storage of new types of data (e.g., shared or integrated data from across 
governmental and nongovernmental organizations, ‘big data’ from social media and other 
text analysis) that provide both narrative insights and pertinent facts about changing patterns 
in the system and inform decisions about changes to system structure or coordination 
(Altintas et al., 2015). Alignment of data systems across organizations requires changes to 
governance that will only be possible if government leadership is invested in resilience and 
prioritizes sustained well-being as an outcome (Berkes & Ross, 2013). Although we observe 
movement toward more integrated data systems (e.g., NYC Data Integration initiative 
described in Appendix A) (Chandra et al., 2011), these examples are more the exception 
than the norm.

As communities and 
policymakers perceive various 
resilience goals, choices, and 
investments to vary in relative 
importance, a framework for 
valuation is critical. 



An Agenda to Advance Integrative Resilience Research and Practice 29 

Background

F
ields like resilience require structures for meaningful collaboration and 
opportunities for effective leadership in order to effectively align disciplines and 
sectors for joint action (Coaffee, 2013; Graham, 2002; Harriss, 2002). As noted in 
other fields (e.g., teacher education), it is difficult to progress a field like resilience 
science without leadership and broader human capital development that trains 

the resilience workforce (e.g., those whose work addresses either or both infrastructure 
resilience and human aspects of resilience) through a systems lens. In short, resilience 
necessitates new ways of thinking (e.g., new ways of putting risks and assets together 
for planning), and new ways of training (e.g., new ways of working together to problem 
solve) — in order to advance resilience-based research and policy (Ernstson et al., 2010). 

Resilience requires active consideration of the connection between people development 
and placemaking*, as well as among the activities that happen in social institutions and the 
physical conditions that surround them (Coaffee, 2013; Fields et al., 2015). Historically, 
separate disciplines and sectors address infrastructure resilience (e.g., environmental, physical) 
and the human aspects of resilience (e.g., health and well-being, psychological resilience). 
But now, particularly in the context of local planning and response, there is clearer 
understanding that these disciplines and sectors must work together and be represented in 
more cohesive policies that braid the human and infrastructure aspects of resilience. 

Dynamic models that do not account for the myriad of disciplinary and sector 
influences are weakened because they do not consider how community vulnerabilities and 
risks interact with human response, cultural tradition, or other social themes (McAllister 
& McKinnon, 2009; Wyche et al., 2011). For example, if a government leader aims to 
guide efforts to “build back better,” he or she must blend together perspectives on recovery 

* Placemaking is a multipronged approach to planning, design, and management of public spaces to promote health and 
well-being by leveraging community assets and inspiration (McCann, 2002).
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(i.e., how people cope with and process compounding stress); the re-establishment or 
maintenance of social groups (e.g., how neighborhoods come back together); and the 
development of community cohesion through infrastructure investments (e.g., economic 
incentives, urban design, location of ecosystem services). 

Key global resilience planning documents, such as the Sendai Disaster Risk Reduction 
Framework, among others, explain that “more dedicated action needs to be focused 
on tackling underlying disaster risk drivers, such as the consequences of poverty and 
inequality, climate change and variability, unplanned and rapid urbanization, poor land 
management and compounding factors such as demographic change,” suggesting a 
workforce that can handle those overlapping factors will be better equipped to develop and 
implement comprehensive resilience strategies (United Nations Office for Disaster Risk 
Reduction, 2015).  

Key Themes From Resilience Roundtable Discussions

During the June 2016 Resilience Roundtable discussions, participants underscored many 
of these challenges confronting the development of a cadre of leaders and a deeper 
and more robust workforce that can address the need for more transdisciplinary and 
integrated action. In fact, resilience leadership and broader workforce development 
was a leading priority action as a result of the discussion (Table 1, Appendix B). First, 
participants noted that different decision skills might be required to make choices about 
investments given the range of stresses, both acute and enduring/chronic, in a community. 
This suggested that the skills we may need for future development of resilient systems 
require an examination first of what those systems will look like. Then, we must walk 
back those structures into the workforce composition that is needed to realize those 
systems outcomes. 

In short, does the current leadership and associated workforce that addresses issues 
of human and/or infrastructure resilience match needs? Participants suggested that more 
leadership and broader workforce training is needed, particularly in collective action 
and how to bring together disparate views to leverage the best combination of assets to 
enhance community resilience. They also shared that the organizations that support the 
workforce will need to build in incentives that value and promote collaborative policies 
and other actions. 

Finally, Roundtable participants indicated that resilience leadership, specifically, requires 
a talent in knowing how to “set the table.” In other words, new leaders need to bring 
together diverse stakeholders in effective ways. Further, leaders and the broader workforce 
must know how to acknowledge the depth of some of the equity and cultural values that 
underlie the stress that makes it difficult for some populations and communities to rebound 
or recover from any type of injury. This Roundtable discussion was coupled with recognition 
that skills in civil discourse and debate are particularly essential in the field of resilience. 
This is due to the fact that resilience requires difficult ethical and social considerations of 
tradeoffs regarding who gets attention or resources.  

A strong body of research does not exist yet on what it takes to train the next generation 
of a resilience workforce in this orientation to resilience. Rather, most of the literature 
on resilience leadership or workforce development to date either captures how to make 
individual leaders more resilient to change and adversity or how to deal with burnout or 
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climate change 
and variability, 
unplanned and 
rapid urbanization, 
poor land 
management and 
compounding 
factors such as 
demographic 
change.”
United Nations Office for 

Disaster Risk Reduction, 2015
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compassion fatigue issues among disaster response and recovery workers (Leone, Huibers, 
Knottnerus, & Kant, 2007; Siebert, 2005; Stewart & O’Donnell, 2007). While these are both 
important drivers of effective leadership, we have identified large gaps in other aspects of 
resilience leadership and more comprehensive workforce development. For instance, how 
should we create structures that blend resilience perspectives in community planning and 
workforce development? Or, what is the composition of education and training programs to 
support resilience science and practice? How do these programs need to evolve to ensure we 
have the workforce needed to continue advancing the field of resilience? 

The development of transdisciplinary research fields, and the movement of integrated 
fields like the future of 21st century learning, may serve as useful templates for how to 
approach both workforce and leadership development in the field of resilience (Kessel & 
Rosenfeld, 2008). In these models, success is often based in not defining the problem too 
narrowly or too broadly such that it becomes too reductive or too difficult to interpret, 
respectively. It is also based in setting up team dialogue and structures to foster innovation 
and forward progress. Johnson et al. (2002) explained that hyperspecialization in a discipline 
can serve as a barrier to innovation in a broader field, impeding the development of new 
theory and methodology. In team science analysis, translational strategies that can help 
with progressing a field include developing integrative conceptualizations of team science 
processes and outcomes, exploring the impact of interpersonal processes and leadership 
styles, and building models of how science produced in this way will be translated into 
policy and practice. The development of a workforce in resilience science and practice 
faces similar challenges because it endeavors to use team science approaches and motivate 
innovation (Johnson, Higginbotham, & Briceno-Leon, 2002; Stokols, Hall, Taylor, & 
Moser, 2008). 

Success is often 
based in not 
defining the 
problem too 
narrowly or too 
broadly such that 
it becomes too 
reductive or too 
difficult to interpret, 
respectively. It 
is also based in 
setting up team 
dialogue and 
structures to foster 
innovation and 
forward progress.
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Theme Recommendations

The insights and discussion from the Resilience Roundtable resulted in three 
recommendations for future study, policy, and/or program development. These 
recommendations primarily center on leadership development, educational and training 
programs and models of how the workforce works together. Additional details about 
systems orientation and structures needed for this workforce to be effective are described 
in chapter 4. 

Recommendation 8: Define and measure the elements of training that will support 

resilience education. 

Currently, one of the greatest challenges for training in resilience science is that shared 
frameworks and definitions of what constitutes resilience are limited. Given the myriad 
of disciplines involved, resilience workforce development and educational training in 
this field is complex. Workforce development efforts will need to promote training and 
education through a transdisciplinary lens so that resilience research, programs, funding, 
and other resource planning reflect the mix of disciplinary influences (Buizer, Arts, & 
Kok, 2011; Stock & Burton, 2011; Stokols et al., 2008). To design an effective approach 
to workforce development, we need to identify the key ingredients of training programs 
that build a resilience workforce or transition professionals from other backgrounds 
into the resilience field. This effort may require a workforce with a more comprehensive 
understanding of ecological, environmental, and psychological frameworks and stresses 
as well as how these stresses operate and influence people and place. 

Given the importance of resilience, we argue that an understanding of the term, its 
operationalization, and its measurement should be part of all training programs across social 
and natural sciences. For instance, those studying ecology must understand the psychological 
impacts of natural resource management choices, and those in the behavioral sciences 
must have some understanding of how the built or physical environmental affects adaptive 
capacity. This focus does not negate the benefit of a new, transdisciplinary field of resilience 
that can stand alone, but does ensure that resilience is integrated into current disciplinary 
training across the sciences. In addition to traditional academic training, integration of 
resilience frameworks into continuing education programs of the current workforce is 
important. This integration may include more cross training among Departments of Public 
Health, Urban Planning, and Environment to unpack the multiple impacts of acute and 
chronic stress on people and place. 

In addition to more traditional members of the workforce emerging from academia or 
government, it is important that other community leaders are seen as key components of 
the resilience workforce. For instance, faith-based leaders or advocacy organizations should 
be trained to extend their efforts beyond their current focus areas, in ways that can link 
into coherent and comprehensive resilience strategy. A pastor who specializes in addressing 
the emotional needs of congregants should be linked to organizations that focus on 
environmental stewardship, to identify alignment points in resilience capacity building. 

The policies that result from this type of renewed and re-imagined workforce could 
simultaneously address the environmental impacts of social stress along with the resulting 
impacts on social cohesion and community organization. Given the findings noted earlier 
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about challenges in creating a transdisciplinary field, it is essential that educational and 
training programs create structure to allow shared methodologies and shared language 
to flourish. Research in workforce development in this field will also need to construct 
and test metrics to assess new training and education (Johnson et al., 2002; Kessel & 
Rosenfeld, 2008). 

Recommendation 9:  Create structures that support a more collaborative workforce 

model on behalf of resilience.

 
Another challenge facing resilience science is the difficulty in convening a workforce that 
can actively build on resilience science to make integrative and balanced decisions, noting 
the interplay among types of stresses and thorny issues like equity. Once the workforce is 
trained, these structures must be in place if we truly want a workforce to work together in 
a transdisciplinary way. The field of population health may be instructive here. Fawcett 
et al. noted that many of the difficulties in moving the needle in population health were 

based in a few challenges, such as multiple 
and unconnected sectors who lacked shared 
responsibility for outcomes; narrow focus 
on specific problems without recognition 
of the interconnection among drivers of 
these problems; and difficulty in working at 
multiple ecological levels (e.g., federal/local) 
(Fawcett, Schultz, Watson-Thompson, Fox, 
& Bremby, 2010). 

This analysis adapted the IOM 
framework for collaborative action to outline 

recommendations for that field going forward, such as establishing monitoring systems to 
detect progress, reinforcing cross-sectoral collaboration, and providing training for those 
working in collaborative models (Pittman, 2010). Using this example, resilience science 
also needs a collaborative framework and supporting policies that create structures for 
partnered decision-making and incentives to support collaboration as normative rather 
than the exception (Erickson & Andrews, 2011). Without such models that support ‘joint 
action’ in the field, it will be difficult to progress the cohort of staff needed to push resilience 
thinking and implement resilience-based strategies and programs. These models cannot 
simply be based in short-term funding initiatives. Rather, they must be “baked” into the 
framework of municipal or regional decision-making and the ways that public and private 
sectors work together to promote resilience (Hearld, Bleser, Alexander, & Wolf, 2016; The 
National Academies Press, 2011) and organizational governance structures must reflect 
this framework.  

Recommendation 10: Identify and promote leadership models to advance 

resilience orientation. 

To build a more comprehensive resilience workforce, we may have to shift our notions 
of who the leaders are for this workforce and what their role is in the community. 

Resilience science also needs a  
collaborative framework and supporting  
policies that create structures for  
partnered decision-making and incentives  
to support collaboration as normative  
rather than the exception.
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For example, given the changing stress landscape, are top-down decision-making processes 
more disengaging of the population, suggesting that distributive leadership models are 
more conducive to resilience (Biggs, Schlüter, & Schoon, 2015)? It is not clear whether 
resilience leadership and extensive workforce development can occur in the traditional 
workforce development systems or whether a new resilience-oriented system is required. 
Leaders in this context of mounting stress on communities in particular must understand 
the stress continuum described earlier, and better plan using both short-term and 
long-term thinking (Wooten & James, 2008). Leaders must also understand underlying 
issues related to equity, culture, and social justice, all key to resilience development 
in communities.  

It is unclear exactly how leaders may differ in the resilience context from traditional 
models — particularly across phases of disaster response and recovery — but we are well served 
to assess past and current leaders who have thrived in disaster response and recovery or have 
been effective at addressing compounding stress (Boin & Hart, 2003). The extent to which 
this systems or multisectoral thinking can be operationalized will not only inform the earlier 
recommendation about training and pipeline development, but may be instructive in how 
to create supportive structures for that new form of leadership (Armistead, Pettigrew, & 
Aves, 2007).
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A Vision for a More Resilient Future

N
ow let’s imagine a different scenario for Anytown, noted in chapter 1. 
While Anytown struggles with the challenges of limited opportunity, 
chronic violence, a history of inequity, and other stresses, a number of 
public-private partnerships have been developed to promote healthy aging 
in place, to develop green infrastructure, and to provide job training to the 

fishing community to help build skills to address the impacts that climate change may 
have on their fishing. Leaders are working across government departments and across 
systems to ensure there are no gaps in services, and that the systems that support families 
can interact with each other and share information. Public and private sector organizations 
are motivated to coordinate to avoid duplication in programs (e.g., financial incentives 
from city government for shared case management across private and public providers), 
and to work synergistically to address the stresses that families face. This thriving 
community has garnered national interest from a foundation that decided to invest in 
comprehensive wraparound services to improve outcomes for children in the Fringe area. 
This Fringe initiative draws national attention and is being considered as a model for 
building resilience in children. 

Now imagine that Anytown is hit by a hurricane that devastates the coastline of that 
community and severely damages residents’ homes, local businesses, and the tourism, 
shipping, and fishing industries. After the disaster hits, FEMA establishes a disaster case 
management program. The public-private cross-sector partnerships from the aging in place, 
green infrastructure, and job training programs that existed in the community prior to the 
hurricane mobilize to create the Rebuild Anytown recovery group. T-shirts and a hashtag 
(#RebuildAnytown) are created and donations from people across the country are coming 
in. One of the largest private businesses in Anytown agrees to match individual monetary 
donations. Six months after the disaster, Rebuild Anytown has helped to rebuild houses and 
businesses across the community so that they are safer and greener than they were prior to 
the disaster. When the FEMA program ends after six months, Rebuild Anytown works with 

6. Summary  
and Next Steps 
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FEMA to identify any remaining residents with unmet needs so that they can get assistance 
through Rebuild. One year after the disaster, Anytown hosts a community celebration of 
their resilience. The Anytown Assets festival becomes an annual tradition where residents 
from across the community come together to showcase their unique talents and show pride 
in their community. What does the future hold for this culturally diverse, thriving, and 
connected community? 

As noted throughout this document, resilience is a complex and dynamic process that 
is influenced by a multitude of interconnected systems (e.g., health, justice, environment, 
economic) across multiple levels (i.e., systems, organizations, families/households, 
individuals). See figure below. Consequently to move the field of resilience forward, 
so that more of our communities will look like Anytown in the future, will require a 
transdisciplinary, holistic and integrated approach that both acknowledges and embraces 
the complexity, interconnectedness, and constant shifting of conditions in the world 

around us.
  This paper outlines a set of 10 recommendations for moving forward resilience 

research and practice (Table 2), building on key principles of field building and integration 
across disciplines, and focusing on three key themes in which action may have multiple 
or cascading benefits across research, practice, and policy. These recommendations 
were developed during a meeting of experts from across disciplines and sectors, held 
in June 2016 and convened by RWJF in collaboration with the RAND Corporation. 
Its purpose was to explore the state of the resilience field and opportunities for further 
development; recommendations were further supplemented with a literature review. 
The recommendations are primarily focused on the factors that will push the field forward 
rather than specific research or policy question within resilience. They also suggest 
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gaps — areas that are rather limited to date in terms of supporting research and analysis, 
particularly workforce development. Finally, these are areas that sit in intersections across 
systems, organizations, families, and individuals (Figure 3).

While not a separate theme, issues of culture and equity were acknowledged in the 
recommendations for each of the three themes and could be used as a lens through which 
to view recommendations. For example, equity is central to a full assessment of acute 
and chronic or enduring stresses facing some populations and some communities. Equity 
was also noted as critical to understanding the functioning, outcomes, and returns to 
developing resilience-oriented systems. 

As summarized in chapter 1, while there has been great progress in advancing 
resilience as a field, there has not been as much movement yet on what will enable the 
field to achieve the transdisciplinary perspective it needs to be effective. There have 
been some efforts to develop future resilience agendas. While most focus on research 
or practice, or one discipline over another, we still have not actualized their important 
insights. For example, Gotham and Campanella identified research challenges for post-
trauma urban ecosystems: understanding reciprocal effects between human action 
and urban ecosystem change, measuring resilience at different scales, and deepening 
assessment of transformative resilience (Gotham & Campanella, 2010). In 2015, Graber 
et al. identified similar directions in psychological resilience specifically, including how to 
embed this type of resilience in the examination and narrative of every community stress 
(Graber, Pichon, & Carabine, 2015).

And yet, despite these ideas, we do not have the shared resilience framework upon 
which to rest policy or build a cohesive workforce. We can look to preventive medicine 
to sound a cautionary alarm when it comes to the resilience field. Although the findings 
depend on the condition and the type of approach, there is clear evidence that some 
preventive approaches are more cost-effective than therapeutic interventions for the 
chronic disease (Chokshi & Farley, 2012) they seek to prevent. Despite this knowledge 
that prevention is more cost-effective than treatment, we as a nation, have not achieved 
the systemic paradigm shift that would favor directing resources to preventive efforts. 
Contributing factors may include entrenched interests, structural roadblocks, or lack of 
leadership development and training, all of which also still exist in the field of resilience. 
As we move forward with an integrated and cohesive resilience agenda, attention to these 
challenges will be crucial. 

Finally, as demonstrated in the waves of resilience research in child development 
(O’Dougherty Wright et al., 2012), great opportunity exists to push forward the broader 
resilience field, using the transdisciplinary and integrative approach. This effort will 
require moving from identifying factors that influence resilience in ecology, disaster 
response, or psychology into determining how those factors interplay across diverse 
settings and contexts, exploring cultural narratives regarding the interplay of people 
and place, multidisciplinary and sectoral interventions (e.g., layered policies that 
handle the intersection of weather and human condition), and multiple systems 
frameworks for action. 
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TABLE 2

Recommendations to Advance the Field of Resilience by Theme

  THEME RECOMMENDATIONS

Stresses:  
Resilience should  
be applied across a wide 
variety of stresses that 
communities experience. 

• Recommendation 1: Develop a taxonomy of stressors and 
related policy that will support an integrated approach to 
resilience assessment over the continuums of time (day-to-day 
stressor and over the long term) and level (individual, family, 
community). Incorporate community historical knowledge and 
ideas into data assessment and measurement.

•  Recommendation 2: Capture resilience data longitudinally from 
individuals and communities to support the development of 
complex systems modeling, and pilot test interventions based 
on that systems modeling.

•  Recommendation 3: Focus on narratives, storytelling, and 
digital media to increase understanding within and across 
communities of acute and chronic stress and build a culture of 
resilience.

Systems:  
A systems approach  
to building resilience  
is required.

•  Recommendation 4: Develop a community resilience systems 
map that defines the system boundaries (i.e., key actors and 
intersection points) and margins of system performance (i.e., 
thresholds where performance is adversely affected).

•  Recommendation 5: Identify effective models for inter-
organizational and administrative partnerships and return on 
investment for investing in partnership activities.

•  Recommendation 6: Identify cutting-edge policies, practices 
and plans from across the globe and share them across systems, 
disciplines, and levels (organization, family, individual).

•  Recommendation 7: Develop a preliminary set of measures 
that can begin to benchmark system resilience and capture 
resilience return on investment.

Workforce:  
Resilience can be  
built by strengthening 
community leadership, 
workforce, and  
educational training  
programs.

•  Recommendation 8: Define and measure the elements of 
training that will support resilience education. 

•  Recommendation 9: Create structures that support a more 
collaborative workforce model on behalf of resilience.

•  Recommendation 10: Identify and promote leadership models 
to advance resilience orientation. 
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Next Steps

The implementation of these recommendations is not without its own set of challenges. 
The recommendations were primarily gathered from meeting insights and a literature 
review. Further dialogue with Roundtable participants and other experts will be 
needed to add details, fully operationalize each suggested step, and test approaches to 
implementation. As described in chapter 2, this was a highly unusual meeting in both the 
composition of attendees and the task that participants were given. The meeting sparked 
discussion, but by no means completed the analysis and dialogue. 

As such, more work is needed to further unpack points of intersection where 
resilience-oriented leaders can synchronize and align efforts. Further, given the lack of 
research in some aspects of each theme (e.g., limitations in current resilience systems 
analysis; not much detail in resilience workforce and leadership development), there are 
great opportunities to test new models for pursuing analysis. These will include models 
that specifically require cross-disciplinary and cross-sectoral teams to not only collaborate 
but move to shared frameworks and shared language. 

Next steps in applying this resilience agenda will include identification of factors that 
support implementation (e.g., structural facilitators, shared interests, strong leadership). 
RWJF can continue to play a key role in advancing the efforts to further research and 
translate it to practice (e.g., workforce development could be linked to RWJF’s Leadership 
for Better Health and Global Ideas for U.S. Solutions programs and commitment to 
multisectoral teaming), and also encouraging key partners to pursue these lines of activity. 
Further, successful implementation of a future, integrative resilience agenda will require 
ways to incentivize coordination and alignment as the norm rather than as the exception.  
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Appendix A

Individual Resilience (Masten, 2007; Masten & Obradovic, 2008)

FACTORS RELATED TO RESILIENCE
APPROACHES THAT  
ADDRESS EACH FACTOR EXAMPLE INTERVENTIONS THAT ADDRESS ONE OR MORE FACTORS

Attachment relationships • Early relationships with 
parent figures

• Can also include bonds with 
multiple caregivers, siblings, 
pets, and objects (e.g., 
security blankets)

• Close relationship  with 
friends and romantic partners

Family bonding: Project FOCUS (Families OverComing Under 
Stress) provides resiliency training to military children and families. 
It teaches children and families to understand their emotional 
reactions, communicate more clearly, solve problems more 
effectively, and set and achieve their goals. With this training, 
children and families learn not just to meet challenges but also to 
become stronger in the face of challenges.

Mastery motivation, or a force 
stimulating an individual to 
master a challenging task

• The motivation to adapt to 
environment and experience 
reward for perceived success

• People with a positive self-
efficacy view will exert more 
effort to succeed and are 
more likely to persist in the 
face of adversity.

Comprehensive soldier fitness (Colvin & Taylor, 2012):  
This program, developed by the U.S. Army, uses long-term 
assessment training to build the resilience of soldiers, family 
members, and defense agency civilians. The Global Assessment 
Tool assesses family, social, spiritual, and emotional fitness and 
drives the selection of a series of self-development resilience 
modules, which are provided in the form of unit training.

Intelligence, high cognitive 
skills and problem-solving 
aptitude

Self-regulation including 
executive functions and 
emotional regulation

• The ability to continue 
thinking and planning 
effectively under conditions 
of high threat or adversity

• High information processing, 
including the ability to 
process information from 
various sources

Resilient first responders: Beaton has developed a series of 
lessons learned on how to build resilience of first responders 
including fire fighters, police, and EMTs for the Department of 
Homeland Security. In this context, resilience is defined as the 
capacity of first responders and first-responder organizations to 
continue to function both physically and psychologically despite 
various exposures.

Cultural beliefs • Religion and spirituality tied 
to culture

• Rituals and ceremonies for 
social support

Religion and recovery: Research has shown that religion can 
predict psychological resilience in the face of chronic illness and 
trauma (Affleck & Tennen, 1996; Calhoun & R.G., T., 1998)

Approaches and Example Interventions 
That Address Key Factors Related to 
Individual and Community Resilience
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Community Resilience

FACTORS RELATED TO RESILIENCE
APPROACHES THAT  
ADDRESS EACH FACTOR EXAMPLE INTERVENTIONS THAT ADDRESS ONE OR MORE FACTORS

Partnerships among 
government and 
nongovernmental 
organizations

• Integrated community 
disaster plans

• Exercises that bring diverse 
organizations together

Cross-sector coordination: The 100 Resilient Cities (100 RC) 
network applies a City Resilience Framework to local planning and 
decision-making, which entails assessing a series of shocks and 
stresses, engaging diverse stakeholders, and then pursuing priority 
areas. 100 RC also uses a coordinating person (e.g., the Chief 
Resilience Officer) or entity (e.g., Office of Resilience) to braid 
efforts to build resilience capabilities in a cross-department or 
agency manner.

Convening: The Annual Global Forum on Urban Resilience and 
Adaptation, hosted by the International Council for Local 
Environmental Initiatives, brings together experts and practitioners 
from around the world to discuss urban resilience and adaptation 
including resilience strategies, financing the resilient city, 
measuring and monitoring progress, governance and 
collaboration, resource management, and resilient infrastructure. 

Coalition mobilization: The Los Angeles County Community 
Disaster Resilience project (LACCDR) served as the first 
demonstration effort to test resilience capacity and capability at 
the local level. The LACCDR focused on developing resilience 
capabilities, such as the core components listed in the table above, 
to help community coalitions bring government and 
nongovernment leaders together across sectors, to identify where 
community resources are located, and to build stronger neighbor-
to-neighbor ties. In an effort to strengthen organizational 
networks, one LACCDR coalition in La Crescenta, Calif., acquired 
a trailer to serve as the mobile communication center, and is now 
sharing this equipment with other community sectors at various 
events (e.g., blood drives, farmers’ markets, parades, and school 
events) to build awareness about resilience among all community 
members.

Strong plans for recovery, 
including attending to the 
mental health needs of the 
population

• Mental health first aid training Tracking plan progress: The Community and Regional Resilience 
Institute (CARRI) developed the Community Resilience System as 
a means of implementing FEMA’s Whole Community philosophy 
and improving community resilience. This model attempts to 
incentivize whole community planning and use of resilience 
measurement in order to systematically assess resilience progress.

Competing for planning funds: The U.S. Department of Housing 
and Urban Development competitively awarded $1 billion to 
states and communities that were impacted by major disasters 
between 2011 and 2013 through the National Disaster Resilience 
Competition (NDRC). The NDRC was designed to promote risk 
assessment, stakeholder engagement, and resilience planning in 
communities where the risks of disaster are projected to increase 
substantially due to climate change. The grants awarded under 
this competition are intended to make communities stronger, 
more resilient, and better prepared for future natural disasters.

CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE
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FACTORS RELATED TO RESILIENCE
APPROACHES THAT  
ADDRESS EACH FACTOR EXAMPLE INTERVENTIONS THAT ADDRESS ONE OR MORE FACTORS

Development of community 
self-reliance or self-sufficiency

• Programs to support 
neighbor-to-neighbor 
networks

• Community block planning

Citizen engagement: In New York City, the Department of 
Emergency Management coordinates the NYC Citizen Corps, 
an initiative that seeks to make communities safer, stronger, and 
better prepared to respond to and recover from emergencies. 
The NYC Citizen Corps brings together leaders from volunteer 
programs, community and nonprofit organizations, the private 
sector, and government to promote preparedness at the local 
level. The Citizen Corps conducts outreach, engages with 
community-based organizations, and hosts discussions and 
workshops to build capacity of the volunteer and emergency 
preparedness community.

Aligning strategies across sectors: In Washington DC, Resilient 
DC worked to create a common strategy around a framework 
that identified community assets, prioritized community needs, 
and then set to embed resilience into all local policies and 
programs. This work focused on aligning efforts across city 
departments and determining ways to embed common resilience 
planning across sectors.

Understanding of community 
assets and vulnerabilities

• Asset mapping that accounts 
for training, competencies, 
and resources

Asset mapping: The Assistant Secretary for Preparedness and 
Response has used geographic information system (GIS) mapping 
to identify vulnerable populations with the goal of pre-positioning 
supports and responding more quickly in long-term recovery 
efforts. Efforts to decrease disparities and enhance equity (e.g., 
family leave policies, affordable housing)— economic, social and 
health — are also key to minimizing barriers to resilience because 
they work at root drivers that can help explain a community’s 
ability to recover.

Identification of ways to find 
dual benefit-building resilience 
into daily practice

• Integrating emergency 
response planning into routine 
business practices, school 
programs

• Discussing health issues in the 
context of both acute and 
chronic stress

Economic revitalization: The University Heights section of 
Newark, N.J., recently saw the arrival of one of its first full-service 
supermarkets. Taking over a site that had been vacant since the 
infamous 1967 riots, the ShopRite supermarket is not only a 
source of groceries for residents (half of which don’t have access 
to a car), but has also created 350 full- and part-time jobs. The 
new store is just one piece of a revitalization effort that is 
promoting not only economic growth, but also health and 
wellness. Businesses, government agencies, non-profits, investors, 
schools, and community groups are joining together to make 
Newark strong again, in an initiative, which also includes 
development of green space and mixed-income housing.

Insurance incentives: SwissRe, a global reinsurance company, 
is implementing a program of resilience bonds, to offer both 
insurance and resilience benefits for disaster-prone cities. For 
example, as part of Oxfam’s R4 Rural Resilience Initiative, SwissRe 
is allowing farmers along the horn of Africa to pay for crop 
insurance using their own labor.
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Appendix B

Summary of Resilience Roundtable Discussion 

T
he Resilience Roundtable brought together researchers and practitioners from 
diverse sectors to contribute their expertise toward developing a shared agenda. 
Resilience research that has primarily focused on individuals and families 
is now seeking a way to pull community science and system dynamics into 
analysis. Community resilience leadership is now primed to step forward in 

blending the discussion of human resilience with what might be called infrastructure 
resilience. The Resilience Roundtable: 

• Demonstrated the need to understand how we can better integrate lessons learned 
from individual resilience research, with community resilience analysis, including work 
from fields such as community psychology (including addressing community trauma), 
community science, social movement theory, and emergency preparedness.

• Identified key research questions that should be answered to strengthen resilience 
policy and practice and fill gaps in understanding.

• Identified some of the gaps in governance, leadership and workforce development, and 
other areas of practice and policy that challenge the development of resilience.

This summary contains the key issues discussed during the Resilience Roundtable that will 
be used to help inform the framework for a new integrated resilience research and practice 
agenda, to be released 2016. This agenda will serve the purposes of three audiences:

• For researchers, the agenda will be used to more clearly target persistent gaps in 
understanding and ways that disciplines and sectors can work together for deeper and 
more impactful research. 

• For community and program leaders, the agenda should provide insight into what 
is needed to transition resilience from an important concept to full implementation 
in practice. 

• For policy leaders, the agenda should focus the list of actions on those that will propel 
resilience development faster, through a multidisciplinary and multisectoral lens. 

Key Ways Forward

• Coordination and competing priorities have been challenges to moving the resilience 
field forward in an integrated way. In particular, there is limited coordination at the 
federal and state and local level of resilience activities, despite funding for resilience- 
related activities provided at each level. Technology could help improve coordination 
(e.g., data visualization, automated networking), but there are limited platforms at this 
point that achieve this successfully across federal and regional efforts. 
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• Finding a powerful story and underscoring the urgency or need for joint action were 
suggested as ways to address challenges related to competing priorities. In particular, 
attendees noted that developing a crisp rationale that pulled together disparate parts 
of this resilience agenda was needed to speak with one voice and propel resilience 
investments and actions. 

• Identifying ways to integrate resilience with equity discussions will be important for 
ensuring diverse voices are included in resilience planning and policy, and that building 
resilience also focuses on root driver issues such as marginalization. 

• Language and how we discuss resilience were identified as additional impediments to 
resilience agenda coordination and advancement. Language distinctions were primarily 
influenced by level of engagement in community (working one-on-one with families vs. 
macro-level intervention) and disciplinary focus (e.g., environmental vulnerabilities vs. 
human trauma). 

• Measurement continues to be a challenge, but in this discussion, measurement 
was focused on how to assess linkages between all levels of resilience — individual, 
household, neighborhood, and whole community. 

Leader Discussions by Theme

Below we summarize key questions and issues that arose during the discussion of each 
key theme.

Theme 1: Resilience should be applied across a wide variety of stresses  

that communities experience.

• How do we create an integrated approach to resilience measurement that incorporates a 
variety of stressors at multiple levels (individual, family, community) both in the day-to-
day and in response to a stressor and over time (longitudinal work is needed)? 

 » What are the minimal data needed to assess resilience over this continuum 
(both capabilities and capacities in the day-to-day and bounce back/forward after 
experiencing a stressor)?

 » How do we incorporate complex protective factors and processes, not just risks, 
which our work has tended to prioritize?

 » Does this approach require a new orientation to measurement require 
data integration or new streams of ‘data’ (e.g., social media, community 
experiential data)?

 » Are there universal features to acute and chronic stressors? What is the interplay 
between them?

• How do we take resilience research and operationalize it for implementation? 

 » How do we correctly incorporate how community-based organizations can move 
resilience research into action (i.e., how does understanding of resilience translate 
to people on the ground)? How do we account for scalability and generalizability?

 » How do we translate the complexity of resilience building on existing 
community structures?
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• What is our common operating picture or unified framework that uses shared resilience 
language relevant to researchers, practitioners, and policymakers? 

 » How do we take groups that focus on climate and neighborhood vulnerability 
and combine them with organizations focused on adverse childhood experiences, 
which work mainly in dyadic or family interventions? Can we think about 
neighborhood and environmental stressors as ACEs?

 » How do we cover the linkages from epigenetics to environmental influences?

• What are the barriers that have kept us from working together/moving forward on a 
large scale in the past (e.g., we know a cohesive community is critical but we have not 
moved forward on improving community cohesion at a large scale) and how do we 
position our work to move beyond these barriers?

 » Do we connect with social movements?

 » Do we partner with journalists and other storytellers or artists?

 » Do we have more convenings or team structures that motivate the psychologist to 
work with the urban planner?

Theme 2: A systems approach to building resilience is required.

• What is the point of a system that promotes resilience? Is it one system or 
systems aligning? 

• What are the policies that have supported resilience or hampered resilience? Are there 
local or state policies that can serve as models for larger scale changes? Are proposed 
policies sustainable (i.e., thinking about incentive structure, changing administrations, 
etc.)? What policies can promote a shared vision of resilience across  
communities/sectors?

• How can we aggregate cutting-edge practices from across the globe and share them 
across systems, disciplines, and levels (organization, family, individual)?

 » Do we need a registry of cutting-edge practices?

 » Do we need a rating system that looks at impact and factors relate to 
implementation?

 » Do we need new metrics that measure systems or system alignment? What are the 
key factors/metrics that a systems approach will optimize?

Theme 3: Cultural norms and values inform how individuals  

and communities build resilience.

• How do we define resilience within a variety of cultural and social contexts — and what 
does a culture of resilience look like? 

 » What does it mean to engage with stress, rather than just trying to eliminate it?

 » How do we support healthy norms and address those that may be counter to a 
resilience culture? Are there (evidenced-based) policies or incentives that have 
historically encouraged the role of culture to bolster or hinder resilience (evidence 
should be both culturally relevant and scientifically valid)? 
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• How do we create an equitable system that bolsters resilience without having 
unintended negative consequences (e.g., increased marginalization, shifting 
community demographic)?

 » How does that vary based on historical legacies of racism and power dynamics? 

 » What are the best strategies to inform this thinking from the inside out 
(e.g., starting at the grassroots level)?

• How do we build will and demand among communities of all cultures to call for 
resources and norms that make them more resilient?

Theme 4: Resilience can be built by strengthening community leadership,  

workforce educational capacities and capabilities.

• What changes in training or education opportunities are needed to better prepare 
future resilience professionals (e.g., how can universities bring together disciplines and 
encourage the next generation to think across domains)?

• What types of systems thinking are required to build resilience strategies, particularly 
across discipline and across research and practice?

• What leadership skills are needed to minimize burnout and what supports should 
leaders be advocating for these groups focused on resilience development?

• How do we account for trauma experienced by program implementers 
(e.g., police, teachers)?  

• What can we learn from studying leaders (successful and unsuccessful) who have led 
through incidents or adverse chronic conditions?

Top Priorities for the Resilience Agenda

After discussions around each theme, leaders voted for up to three of their top priorities 
from a list of 12. The top priorities identified after the report-outs for each group (and 
associated poll results) are listed in Table 1.
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TABLE 1

Percentage of Resilience Roundtable Attendees’ Top Priority Votes  
for Each Future Direction for Advancing the Field of Resilience 

FUTURE DIRECTION  
FOR THE FIELD OF  
RESILIENCE DESCRIPTION

% OF ATTENDEES 
 VOTING IT AS A  
TOP PRIORITY*

Promote workforce development Ensure systems thinking (e.g., promote workforce 
to see themselves as ‘agents of change’ working 
within larger systems)

64%

Promote equity Ensure voices from all are reflected in decision-
making and resource distribution 

64%

Identify best practices, programs and policies Aggregate and synthesize both naturally 
occurring innovations and programs that have 
been evaluated

57%

Develop a minimalist set of measures Ensure measures capture response to acute 
stress and presence of capabilities and capacities 
to deal with chronic stresses of all varieties

44%

Offer incentives Identify return on investments for involvement 
across sectors and develop financial and other 
incentives to encourage movement toward 
resilient mindset

43%

Pool community experience Bring together community experiential and 
traditional data

42%

Create accountability framework Create frameworks that identify governance 
structures, and how organizational leaders 
should behave to advance resilience

39%

Generate stories Generate compelling stories for policymakers 
and broader community (well-being, resilience)

38%

Scale-up strategic components Synthesize, transfer and scale-up core 
components of effective resilience strategy

29%

Create a unified picture Demonstrate individual, family, and community/
systems connections across the stress continuum

29%

Link with cultural norms Link with organizational and cultural norms and 
social movements

28%

Clarify systems and sectors Develop a shared understanding of human 
development across systems and sectors

19%

*Percentages do not add up to 100% because meeting attendees were allowed to vote for up to three top priorities.
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Proposed Actions Given Key Findings

Given the core questions that emerged from discussion and the priorities identified in 
Table 1, there are likely next steps or actions that would undergird the resilience agenda. 
A few proposed actions are listed here:

1. Revisit what it means to have core competencies in resilience thinking, particularly for 
leadership development where new leaders need to understand aspects of resilience 
including acute and long-term stress, trauma at multiple levels (individual, family, 
community), how systems work to affect change, and cultural notions of how resilience 
is described and discussed. 

2. Determine ways to measure systems change toward resilience, or at least identify 
indicators that systems are oriented toward resilience planning and strategy. Roll up a 
few measures that indicate resilience development across acute and long-term stress. 

3. Identify opportunities and models for disciplines to work together on resilience 
development from the beginning.

4. Develop narratives on resilience importance that is focused on joint action and the 
interplay among individuals, households/families, and communities. 

5. Identify ways that incentives (fiscal and nonfiscal) can be used, particularly to engage 
human service systems with leadership from other sectors, which have focused on these 
new resilience financing models. 

Next Steps for Discussion

These discussions will inform a post-meeting white paper, which will provide the 
framework for a new resilience research and practice agenda. This agenda will help guide 
RWJF’s investments in resilience and hone future directions in resilience science to be 
used by a range of leaders and sectors. 
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Appendix C

Meeting Attendee List

ORGANIZATION FIRST NAME LAST NAME

AARP Rodney Harrell

ACEs Connection Jane Stevens

Age-Friendly DC Gail Kohn

Alliance for Strong Families and Communities Susan Dreyfus

Alliance for Strong Families and Communities Jennifer Jones

American Red Cross Jackie Yanacci

Annie E. Casey Foundation Jim Casey  
Youth Opportunities Initiative

Leslie Gross

ASTHO Jay Butler

Author Andrew Zolli

Author Robert Brooks

Brandeis University Dolores Acevedo-Garcia

CDC Eric Carbone

Center for Religion and Civic Culture, USC Hebah Farrag

Center for the Study of Social Policy Amy Fine

Center for the Study of Social Policy Lisbeth Schorr

ChangeLab Solutions Marcie Ashe

ChangeLab Solutions Heather Wooten

City of Pittsburgh Grant Ervin

Columbia University Jeff Schlegelmilch

Columbia University Jonathan Sury

Community and Regional Resilience Institute John Plodinec

Community Science David Chavis

Devereux Foundation Center for Resilient Children Paul LeBuffe

Emory University Lance Gunderson

FEMA Malcolm Hardy

FEMA, DHS Center for Faith-based  
and Neighborhood Partnerships

Marcus Coleman

George Washington University Wendy Ellis

CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE
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George Washington University Sabrina McCormick

Greater Baton Rouge Food Bank Michael Manning

Greater Baton Rouge Food Bank James McGowan

Harvard Center for Developing Child Chuck Carter

Health Care Ready Emily Lord

Health Federation Clare Reidy

Illinois Medical Commission Kate Schellinger

Institute of Medicine Jack Herrmann

Institute of Women & Ethnic Studies Denese Schervington

International Institute of Restorative Practices John Baile

International Youth Foundation Angela Venza

Louisiana Public Health Institute Eric Baumgartner

Louisiana State University Howard Osofsky

Louisiana State University Joy Osofsky

Massachusetts Institute of Technology Jennifer Light

Minnesota Department of Public Health Nancy Carlson

National Academy of Sciences, Gulf Research Program Chris Elfring

National Academy of Sciences, Gulf Research Program LeighAnne Olsen

National League of Cities Alyia Smith-Parker Gaskins

Neighborland Dan Parham

New York City Department of Health and Mental Hygiene Lindel Urbano

New York Disaster Interfaith Services Peter Guidaitis

New York University David Abramson

New York University Eric Klinenberg

Northeastern University Daniel Aldrich

Nusenda Credit Union (NM) Robin Brule

Pew Charitable Trusts Rebecca Morley

Prevention Institute Rachel Davis

Propeller Andrea Chen

Public Health Institute Linda Rudolph

Resilience Research Center Michael Ungar

Rutgers University Jeanne Herb

Smart Growth America Geoff Anderson

Swamplily Community Health Linda Usdin

Team Rubicon David Burke

CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE
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The Trust for Public Land Jad Daley

University of Arizona Bruce Ellis

University of California, Los Angeles David Eisenman

University of California, Los Angeles and RAND Ken Wells

University of California, San Francisco Robyn Gershon

University of Colorado Liesel Ritchie

University of Kentucky Anna Hoover

University of Kentucky Glen Mays

University of Minnesota Ann Masten

University of South Carolina Susan Cutter

University of South Carolina Brian Southwell

University of South Carolina Abe Wandersman

University of Virginia and US Green Building Council Matthew Trowbridge

UPMC Center for Health Security Monica Schoch-Spana

UPMC Center for Health Security Tom Inglesby

UPROSE Elizabeth Yeampierre

U.S. Chamber of Commerce Foundation Gerald McSwiggan

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Natalie Grant

U.S. Department of Homeland Security Jeffrey Stiefel

WE ACT for Environmental Justice Peggy Shepard

Wheaton College Humanitarian Disaster Institute Jenn Ranter

RAND Corporation Joie Acosta

RAND Corporation Clara Aranibar

RAND Corporation Anita Chandra

RAND Corporation Leah Hershey

RAND Corporation Jaime Madrigano

Robert Wood Johnson Foundation Karabi Archaya

Robert Wood Johnson Foundation Tracy Costigan

Robert Wood Johnson Foundation Andrea Daitz

Robert Wood Johnson Foundation Martha Davis

Robert Wood Johnson Foundation Melissa Eng-Wong

Robert Wood Johnson Foundation Priya Gandhi

Robert Wood Johnson Foundation Claire Gibbons

Robert Wood Johnson Foundation Lori Grubstein

Robert Wood Johnson Foundation Michele Larkin

CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE
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Robert Wood Johnson Foundation Fred Mann

Robert Wood Johnson Foundation Jennifer Ng'andu

Robert Wood Johnson Foundation Alonzo Plough

Robert Wood Johnson Foundation Dwayne Proctor

Robert Wood Johnson Foundation Pamela Russo

Robert Wood Johnson Foundation Kristin Schubert

Robert Wood Johnson Foundation Mia Sedwick

Robert Wood Johnson Foundation Katie Wehr

Robert Wood Johnson Foundation Hope Woodhead
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Appendix D

Self-Reflection Questions for Individual Readers

T
hese self-reflection questions are for readers to begin to examine how aspects 

of our recommendations may help to improve their work. The questions are 
not intended to be comprehensive or represent every recommendation in 
the agenda, but offer sample questions to inspire thinking about the gaps or 
strengths of the readers’ work and where users of this agenda can expand efforts 

for more integrative resilience research and practice. We have organized these questions 
around the three themes covered in the agenda. 

• To what extent does your work in resilience incorporate complex protective factors and 
processes, not just risk or vulnerability?

• To what extent is your work informed by a variety of data (e.g., official data from 
surveillance efforts and administrative systems; community needs assessment data; ‘big data’ 
like social media; and community experiential data from storytellers or narrative sources)?

• To what extent does your work in resilience take into account the historical events that 
may have shaped the opportunities and inequities in your community?

• To what extent does your work take into account the variety of acute and chronic 
stressors at the individual (e.g., money problems, job stress, marriage troubles) and 
community (e.g., chronic violence, racial tensions) levels?

• To what extent does your resilience research or practice take into account the 
interconnections between organizations, families, and individuals in your community? 

• To what extent does your work on resilience rely on or leverage collaborations with 
colleagues and organizations across systems and disciplines in your community?

• To what extent has your professional training equipped you to understand the range 
of influences (environmental, psychological, family, physical, genetic, spiritual, etc.) 
on how people adapt to stress? 

• To what extent does your work take into account the perspectives of other disciplines 
(e.g., psychology, environmental health, business, faith-based) and the connections 
between your work and the systems across your community (e.g., education, criminal 
justice, health, social service)? 

• To what extent is your work in resilience transdisciplinary (i.e., connected to a higher 
order series of concepts that cut across your discipline as well as many others)?

• How does your work in resilience inform decision-making across the layers of 
institutions and policies that govern your community?

Stresses

A resilience framework  

should be applied across  

a wide variety of stresses.

Systems

A systems approach  

to building resilience  

is required.

Workforce

Resilience can be built  

by strengthening community 

leadership, workforce,  

and educational  

training programs.




