A critical review of resilience
in international relations
Abstract: In the context of evolving challenges, EU member states are faced with vulnerabilities for
which they are not prepared such as economic crises, populism, fake news, disinformation campaigns
and pandemics, therefore the EU underlines the importance of resilience in countering these threats and
achieving its foreign policy objectives. Although used in different areas such as psychology, economy,
industry, in International Relations resilience was defined in different terms by various institutions, but
the common ground resides in acknowledging resilience as the recovery and adaptation after an adversity such as an economic crisis or natural disaster. Moreover, resilience can be strengthened by preparing the population for better coping with future disasters and crises.
Given the differences in understanding resilience between different international organizations, as
NATO that approaches the term as the resilience of infrastructures, or the EU that refers mainly to the
resilience of partner states but targets to strengthen EU’s resilience for its global ambitions and the lack
of readiness in our region, there is the need to foster research on this subject and to operationalise the
concept. For the EU, Resilience is the central objective of its development & humanitarian assistance
but it is also the response for how to sustain progress in the transformational agenda of the EU, although
the EU admits there are not indicators of resilience and nor it specifies how this will be undergone.
I attempt to approach the concept from an academic perspective, reviewing the literature on resilience and arguing that the study of political culture
named The Civic Culture (1963) written by Gabriel Almond and Sydney Verba
offers relevant insights on the study of resilience. Starting from the surveys
they conducted in the United States, Britain, Italy, West Germany and Mexico,
they aimed to establish in which type of political
culture a liberal democracy is most probably to
appear and develop and I consider that their indiOctavia MOISE-ZANELLATO
cators are also useful when studying resilience. I
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will create a working definition and present the
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main critiques towards the concept, to which I add
the one that came into my mind after the Coronavirus pandemic started: is the state after an adversity the same as it was before or not? After a disaster there is only one way through the previous normality or there can also be a new balance? I could exemplify with the
Coronavirus pandemic- if individual liberties are limited or social cohesion is
broken the new situation is still resilient/normal?
In this context, the research question is which type of political culture reflects a resilient society. The purpose of the study is to operationalise the concept of resilience based on the set of indicators derived from Almond and
Verba. The objectives of the research are to provide a critical literature review
on resilience in International Relations; to operationalize the concept, establishing the dimensions, and indicators. The challenges of this research are related to the fact that there are significant differences among the definitions offered by the existing literature and the use of the concept by different
international organisations such as NATO and the EU. The main sources
would be the literature on political culture, resilience and official documents
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such as EU Grand Strategy, the 2012 EU Communication on Resilience, the 2013 Resilience Action
Plan, the 2015 Resilience Marker and Compendium, the 2017 Joint Communication of the EP and the
Council “A Strategic Approach to Resilience in the EU’s External Action”.
Keywords: resilience, civic-ness, social capital

Background and research approach
Although resilience becomes more and more popular among international organizations,
„uncertainty about how to define, operationalize, measure, and evaluate resilience” [1] prevails and as a result multiple effort, either individual or collective are focusing on providing
definitions and clarifications in the context of the specific field. The need for a framework to
asses or enhance resilience was recognized even by RAND researchers, who initiated a study
on open source literature intending to identify methods and approaches to achieve resilience
with limited resources in the context of Air Force space systems, as innovative approaches are
required in financial constrained times. Their study concluded that essential components of a
system or organization such as „emergency response planning, organizational culture or structure, and training” need to be changed in the sense of assuring a better preparedness [1].
Gruber argues that neither the Department of State, nor FEMA assumed the responsibility
for domestic preparedness in the 90’s, when terrorism was recognized as a new emerging security challenge and that afterwards much more independent governmental agencies started to
be involved, leading to a strengthened Homeland defence in the US which integrated non state
actors also meaning to reduce vulnerabilities. If terrorism is seen just as another disaster, the
government’s role is that of an enabler, „task was to make an inventory, to establish incentives
to encourage public-private partnerships tailored to the specific needs of the private sector establish comprehensive policies and programs, take a role in development and transfer of technology, raise awareness e.g. through education, and establish stronger partnerships between
local responders and service providers”[2]. This can be observed in the 2003 Strategy that
starts as a basic set of rules, whereas the 2006 Strategy offers a real organizational framework
and integrates resilience as a main goal [2]. The Obama administration gave even more importance to resilience. Furthermore the 2016 Australian Defence White Paper offers a set of guidelines on enhancing resilience mentioning „refining existing structures, infrastructure and processes, establishing the capacities for the early and preventive identification of vulnerabilities”
[3]. Although it was used both as a guiding principle and as an objective per se, the concept
was not operationalized neither in theory nor in practice in the area of international relations.
Many international organizations defined it over time, among which The World Bank „The
ability to withstand, recover from, and reorganize in response to crisis so that all members of
society may thrive; forward moving” [4] or U.S. Agency for International Development which
is more oriented on favouring resilience processes more than outcomes and integrating livelihoods[5]. In the following pages I will refer to the definitions and approaches of NATO and
EU, as the term is massively used in recent strategic documents as the following table reflects.
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Table 1
European Security
Strategy 2003

EUGS
2016

NATO Strategic
Concept 2010

NATO Warsaw
Communique

Resilience

0

40

0

17

Human rights

9

31

2

9

Democracy

8

23

8

17

Human Security

2

4

0

0

Source: my elaboration.

The purpose of this literature review is to overview the most prominent works in academia
that examine methods and techniques for defining and evaluating/measure resilience in the
context of international relations, not across a growing and diverse range of domains. I used a
multifaceted method to choose the sources of the literature emphasizing papers on overall resilience, recovery and several case studies on disaster recovery. Starting from journal reputation and applicability of the content, I drafted a bibliography that contains papers which reflect
the methods used by various international organizations to define and measure resilience. The
bibliography presents also the critics and threads towards resilience that represent future directions of my research. The utility of this literature review is to allow the reader to identify which
method is more appropriate for its organization/study.

Literature review and main definition
In order to provide a classification that includes also the most relevant definitions used in
international relations I start from the one of Brand and Jax that presents definitions based on
their degree of normativity [6].

Descriptive concept
Although it seems a new concept, resilience is studied since the 70’s, when Holling defined
it as “measure of the persistence of systems and of their ability to absorb change and disturbance and still maintain the same relationships between populations or state variables” [7].
This definition refers to the survival or persistence of populations at the level of the ecologic
system and was used more in ecology than in social sciences.
This first ecological definition is extended by Walker who argues that resilience is „The capacity of a system to experience shocks while retaining essentially the same function, structure, feedbacks, and therefore identity” [8], resuming basically to two characteristics, to absorb
disturbances and to adapt, and adding to the previous definition some concrete objects to be
measured – function, structure, feedback. Further elaborations of the ecological definition
focus on the width of the domain, the resistance, in the sense of the width of the domain, the
precariousness and the cross-scale relations [9].
In social sciences there were sociological definitions like the one of Adger who states that
resilience is „The ability of groups or communities to cope with external stresses and disturbances as a result of social, political, and environmental change„ [10] and economic definitions like the one stating that resilience is „Transition probability between states as a function
of the consumption and production activities of decision makers” [11] or the one stating that
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resilience is „ The ability of the system to withstand either market or environmental shocks
without losing the capacity to allocate resources efficiently” [12:418] The first definition is innovative in the sense that explains how communities can cope with disturbances, meaning as
a result of social, political or environmental change, but it is still too general as it does not offer
any metrics. The following two definitions propose economic concepts and indicators, like the
capacity to allocate resources after an adversity, but include also environmental shocks, which
makes them more comprehensive.

Hybrid concept
There are definitions that can be characterized as hybrid, as the authors refer to the ecosystem-services area, arguing resilience is „ The underlying capacity of an ecosystem to maintain
desired ecosystem services in the face of a fluctuating environment and human use” [13:14]
What is questionable regarding this definition is the fact that approaches human use as a disturbance and it is not clear if it can be used in social sciences. Another hybrid definition refers
to the social-ecological area stating that resilience is „The capacity of a social-ecological systems to absorb recurrent disturbances (…) so as to retain essential structures, processes and
feedback” [14:1036]. From this definition I retain two important features – that a social ecological system needs to absorb recurrent disturbances in order to be resilient and that the state
after the adversity is characterized by essential structures, processes and feedback.

Normative concept
Most of current definitions of resilience are integrating resilience, adaptability, transformability as the approach focuses less on planning and controlling and more on preparing the population for better coping with adversities, or as Chapin puts it „preparing for opportunity or
creating conditions of opportunity for navigating the transformations” [15]. Resilience is a
normative concept, as it reveals „Metaphoric Flexibility” over the long term, as Pickett puts it
[16:381]. Moreover, „giving meaning to the concept of resilience in adaptation strategies requires making normative choices” [17] which is another argument that resilience is a normative concept. Both authors refer to means than can increase resilience or measures that can be
taken over a long period of time.

Working definition
Most authors create working definitions in the context of their field of research, for example [2] states that „resilience in the context of the NSS is not a replacement of security, but
rather an improved version of what was left of the civil defence/emergency management mix”.
Another example is the definition of resilience at local level in urban areas, that identifies a
specific taxonomy but focuses on maintaining and „continue the normal operation of the urban
environment”, recover „the pre-event state of equilibrium” and learn how to „to translate
lessons learned from past experiences, local or otherwise, into concrete, actionable policy
making and execute upon those policies within the context of the urban area”. According to
Langeland, „Resilience is an indication of the ability of a system, architecture, or organization
to meet the operating objective by maintaining or recovering critical capabilities when under
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attack, stressed, or otherwise compromised” [1]. This definition is already more focused on organizations, and therefore applies better in international relations than previous ones.
Based on previous features drawn from the abovementioned definitions, I can state that the
main definition in the context of international relations is those attributes of a community social capital that ease risk management and post crisis recovery. This definition focuses on a
central feature of resilience which is the mutual influencing relation between the attributes of
a community and the measures taken by the state authority, or in other words, this definition
underlies the attitude of the community in relation with the measures taken. Other authors
stress the importance of a „strong social compact between the state and society on their respective and mutual roles and responsibilities” [18]. The main definition needs to be categorized
in key components or indicators, as I call them, in order to reveal both pre-event vulnerability to disaster and its adaptive capacity to recover [19] I choose to create a definition that comprises the relation between the community and the state also having into consideration the
work of Almong and Verba and Putnam that will be presented in the section dedicated to assessment indicators.
There are many researchers stating that identifying „indicators for assessing resilience is
challenged by its large variability, but at the same time it is critical to incorporate each type of
resilience into the assessment of the system as a whole” [1]. This means that a proper definition of indicators allows and enables a multilevel analysis of resilience.

Critiques
One of the critiques that is not very much discussed but that I consider crucial is the one
on equity. Chelleri argues that „equity places focus on the needs of those who are disadvantaged by relations of power and inequalities of opportunity, and on how these barriers to
human flourishing can be identified, understood and addressed” [20]. From this point of view
resilience fails to address both the power dimension and environment development challenges.
A second critique is related to the fact that resilience is an excuse for disengagement, in the
sense that mostly in international relations international organizations leave the responsibility
to communities, arguing that their resilience is the primary wall in the face of an adversity [18].
Thirdly, resilience is often criticized for poorly theorizing social relations for example power
[21]. I consider it important because food sovereignty for example is „explicitly political”, as
Windfuhr [22] puts it and the good practices derived from it could help integrating power intro
resilience approaches.
Another critique is derived from a study on resilience in Germany „that the concept was
essentially nothing but “old wine in new skins” [23]. I particularly refer to the works of Almond and Verba on political culture used a set of indicators which in practice are very similar
to those of resilience. Resilience became more and more popular especially in international relations and security studies but there were already institutions and mechanisms for example in
the area of civil protection and disaster relief. There is still not clear whether existing activities or projects are part of resilience, contribute to promote resilience or how they can be jointly devoted, but this is an important task of future studies, that would mean an important benchmark in comprehending security. For example, the “National Strategy on Critical
Infrastructure Protection” (KRITIS Strategy) issued in 2009 and the “Civil Defence Concept”
newly issued in the summer of 2016 are already contributing effectively to crisis prevention
and crisis management in Germany [23].
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There are also less conceptual critics, like the moment in which resilience should exist –
before, during or after a crisis. There are authors arguing that resilience predictors are different from indicators and that both need to me measures previously. Other approaches focusing
on organizations refer to the coping mechanisms and on the recovery phase arguing that attaining the original status is the sign of resilience. On the other side most of the studies derived
from crisis management underly preventive measures and anticipatory adaptation.
Another critiques targets the types of events for which resilience applies, as common definitions refer to „events such as natural disasters, epidemics, or severe terrorist attacks” whereas other approaches argue that even chronic social aspects such as „high unemployment, inefficient public transport systems, endemic violence, or chronic scarcity of food and water hold
the potential to significantly weaken urban structures and functions on a daily or regular
basis”. Indeed, this is why I argue that a proper definition needs to be contextualized and I propose aside the main definition even some key aspects previously mentioned.
A last criticism focuses on the definition of the state following the recovery, questioning
for example when can we talk about normality after the terrorist attacks in Paris or Brussels?
Moreover, after a disaster there is only one way through the previous normality or there can
also be a new balance? I could exemplify with the situation following a terrorist attack or the
state following the Coronavirus pandemic- if individual liberties are limited or social cohesion
is broken the new situation is still resilient/normal?

Assessment indicators and methods
This chapter is not intended to identify indicators that envisage all possible risks from any
possible adversity, as this would be at least a difficult and at most an expensive process. Nevertheless, it is crucial to build a rigorous set of indicators, given the complexity of „assessing
the various qualitative and quantitative aspects of resilience” [1]. I will present the indicators
used by different international organizations and afterwards I will present the set of indicators
derived from the literature review.
Different authors created measurements based on purpose, target audience, level [24], or
object of assessment [25], but this paper focuses on the object of assessment, responding to the
question what are we assessing. First of all, I consider it important to differentiate between
types of resilience to which I attributed the organizations that use the respective type of resilience. As it is challenging to develop a universal set of indicators, I categorize by specific
versus general resilience and the corresponding indicators. I define specific resilience as the
ability to maintain concrete functions during a limited adversity starting from the definition of
Langeland that defines it as „the capability to maintain mission functions during and following a specific threat or other event” [1]. General resilience is the ability to maintain functionability over a period with multiple adversities, starting from the above-mentioned authors definitions as „a measure of the ability to maintain operations over a range of unanticipated
threats and events” [1]. I make this differentiation because specific resilience may boost general resilience but this is not mandatory if we think at a system resilient to power outages but
not to earthquakes. Moreover, general social resilience is the ability of a community to resist
to multiple adversities over a long period of time, whereas specified social resilience represents the preparedness for predefined adversities that can be assimilated to a recovery plan or
procedures. General technical resilience is the ability of a critical infrastructure system to re-
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sist under strain or under systemic failure, whereas specified technical resilience is the ability
of a technical system to resist to a certain shock on a short period of time.

International organizations assessment methods
Many international organizations refer to resilience using different definitions, which are
sometimes parallel. Nonetheless, each institution identifies different levels of resilience or uses
the term without mentioning the level at which applies. Based on the study of strategic documents elaborated and implemented by NATO [26] and EU [27] [28], I can argue that each of
them promotes a different type of resilience and uses the corresponding indicators or recognises the need to develop indicators. I will rather use the term criteria that indicator when studying the strategic documents because there is not a universally recognized set of indicators. The
role of the following tables is to prove that a classification of resilience is not only useful but
it already exists, although not expressly recognized.
Table 2
Type of resilience
General social resilience

International Organization
EU-NATO

Specific social resilience
Specified technical resilience
General technical resilience

NATO

Source: my elaboration.

General social resilience is reflected in EU’s approach as the EU 2016 Grand Strategy argues that resilience is the mean to sustain progress in the transformational agenda of the EU
and this refers to a broader period of time, like the abovementioned definition states. In most
of the strategic documents EU’s foreign policy objectives are based on strengthening state &
societal resilience. However, The 2017 Joint Communication underlines the need to develop
resilience indicators, although the EU already elaborated a Resilience Marker [29], Compendium [30], and moreover, on 7 of May 2017 the EU issued the Joint Communication of the EP
and the Council named “A Strategic Approach to Resilience in the EU’s External Action” [31].
Although the EU mentions the lack of resilience indicators, I will present in the following table
some of the criteria used by the EU and whether they are used in the main strategic documents.
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Table 3
Criteria

Resilience
against hybrid
threats
Cyber security

Strategic
communication
Counter
terrorism/violent
extremism
Critical transport
infrastructure

EUGS 2016
joint task forces between the EEAS and the
Commission…Europol and Eurojust, the EU
Intelligence Centre
reinforcing the cyber elements in CSDP
missions and operations; support political,
operational and technical cyber cooperation
The EU will enhance its strategic
communications, investing in public
diplomacy
deepen dialogue with the UN, while building
broad partnerships
Identified as a need

Cooperation with Mentioned 17 times
NATO & OSCE

Joint Communication 2017
Building on the Joint Framework on
Countering Hybrid Threats…
Directive (EU) 2016/1148 of the European
Parliament and of the Council – July 2016 –
security of network and information systems
Priority on effective operational cooperation
and secure communication
Counter-Terrorism dialogue to address the
issue across all relevant policies, not just as
a security response.
Links between the Eastern and Southern
Neighbourhood countries, Iran and Central
Asia
Mentioned 5 times

Source: my elaboration.

General social resilience is reflected too in NATO’s approach as it refers to recurrent challenges, a wide range of adversities and a long period of time. However, NATO uses also general technical resilience as it refers to specific systems – of transportation, energy, communication, as the following definitions argue: resilience is directed “against the full spectrum of
threats, including hybrid threats, from any direction” and should insure “essential basis for
credible deterrence and defence and effective fulfilment of the alliance’s core tasks.” [26]. Resilience is meant to foster the North Alliance’s long-term adaptation based on a series of objectives: “maintain and protect critical civilian capabilities, alongside and in support of military capabilities, and to work across the whole of government and with the private sector” [26].
In the following table I will present the criteria NATO uses to measure resilience and how they
reflect in the main documents.
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Table 4
Criteria

The 2010 Strategic Concept

government continuity
and basic services

resilient energy security

?

…energy security…. require
greater international efforts to
ensure their resilience against
attack or disruption

capacity to manage
people’s mobility

?

resilient resources of food
and water

?

The Communiqué of the NATO Summit in
Warsaw in 2016
Improve civil preparedness by achieving the
NATO Baseline Requirements for National
Resilience, which focus on continuity of
government…..
A stable and reliable energy supply, the
diversification of import routes, suppliers and
energy resources, and the interconnectivity of
energy networks are of critical importance
and increase our resilience against political
and economic pressure.
Decisions of Defence Ministers in February
2016 – on irregular migrant flows to Turkey,
Greece, and the EU’s Border Management
Agency, FRONTEX
?

resilient systems of
communications

…vital communication…

NATO has agreed a strategy on NATO’s role
in Countering Hybrid Warfare, which is being
implemented in coordination with the EU

resilient systems of
transportation

..vital…transport and transit
routes…

The Alliance “will be capable of defending
themselves in cyberspace as in the air, on
land and at sea.”

Source: my elaboration.

Specific social resilience as well as specific technical resilience are reflected both in the approaches of the EU and NATO, but they refer only to some areas. These two types of resilience
are not the object of this research, as they can at most contribute to general social/technical resilience and do not influence the mail definition. Based on the ways in which the term resilience reflects in the abovementioned strategic documents, I can state that both organizations
use the same term to describe different situations, none of them explains how it can be
achieved or measures and at which level and none of them explains the state of “normality”
after the adversity.

Proposed set of indictors
I will further refer to general social resilience, identifying a set of indicators which integrate the ones used by Almond and Verba [32] in their study on political culture, the ones used
by Putnam to measure the presence of a specific political culture and sense of coherence, an
indicator used massively in recent literature. Almond and Verba define political culture as the
totality of beliefs, shared values and norms and orientation towards politics. Based on their research, they argue that democracy can last in time as long as and only where is sustained by a
certain type of political culture, meaning civic-ness. They differentiate between three idealtypical political cultures – parochial (less awareness of the central government, less separation
between local government and society, minimal specialization, acceptance of imposed social
order), subject (hierarchy of rulers and ruled, power flow downwards, no questioning, obedi-
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ence), participatory (expectations of society to influence rulers, state acts as a neutral actor)
the latter describing in my opinion a resilient society, as it reflects the relation between the
government and the citizens.
It is important to add also the insights derived from the work of Putnam because he considers that not any type of political culture supposes the existence of a civic culture and because he looks at what people actually do (number of associations, networks, newspapers, etc),
not only at what they say they do. Putnam [33] identifies a correlation between institutional
performance and the presence of a specific political culture (civic-ness) that supposes a predisposition of citizens towards politics supported by an interpersonal mutual trust and towards
cooperation [34]. The author refers to a new concept, civic culture which resides on the existence of social capital. By social capital he understands the trust, the norms that govern living
in common, the civic association networks, the overall elements that improve social organization. Almagisti argues that social capital can be considered part of political culture even if it is
civic or not and that its analysis is essential for studying the state of contemporary democracies [34]. I consider these concepts are extremely relevant when studying resilience because
they refer both to the norms and to the reaction of the community to these norms, as I argued
in the main definition. Putnam’s work is important as he used both qualitative and quantitative
methods to conclude that social capital is a crucial variable in assessing institutional performances, although it was criticized for superficiality of the economic analysis. I prefer starting
the assessment indicators from these concepts because they were created for the social area,
not derived from ecology, like the literature review showed in the case of resilience, therefore
I will present the indicators derived from Almond and Verba, then the ones derived from Putnam and afterwards the one derived from the resilience literature.
General social resilience Indicators derived from Almond and Verba:
1. The first indicator is represented by knowledge and beliefs about politics as it is important to have an overview of cognitive orientations that people tend to manifest in respect with
politics.
2. The second indicator is represented by positive or negative feelings that people have toward political objects, as affective orientations are also important in an overall assessment. Political objects are represented by:
2.1. the political system in general
2.2. political parties, interest groups, political actors or input objects as he authors name
them, based on the fact that these input objects facilitate the communication between citizens
and institutions
2.3. government bureaucracies, agents of state authority as output objects that implement
public policies
2.4. orientations toward the self and towards the others or more specifically role models/
actions of the ideal citizen.
3. Judgments about political options and processes as evaluative orientations are needed in order
to understand people’s knowledge and attitude towards more specific characteristics of politics.
General social resilience Indicators derived from Putnam:
4. Participation in associations
5. Interest in reading journals, as newspaper readership shows the interest of citizens towards community affairs
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6. Participation in referendum that shows how citizens prove their interest for community
issues as well as their commitment towards it
7. Preference voting, which is considered to be rather an indicator of weak civic-ness as results from the client-patron relationship.
General social resilience Indicators derived from resilience literature:
8. Sense of coherence
Sense of coherence appears more and more as one of the main indicators of individual and
societal resilience [35], although I consider it only applies at societal level, because one’s sense
of coherence is not relevant. This indicator reflects „how people make sense of everyday reality and whether they view life and the world as comprehensible, manageable, and meaningful”
[36]. In a general meaning, sense of coherence signifies on the one side the ability to manage
stressful situations [36]; and on the other side the ability to protect and recover after an adversity; nonetheless this indicator influences survival and recovery [25]. I consider the definition
given by DuPlessis is to general as it is quite similar with the definition of resilience per se. I
still retain this indicator is useful as it is similar with indicator 2.4. derived from Almond and
Verba referring to orientation towards the self and others and I choose to use it because it is
very used in recent literature.

Conclusions
Resilience became a platform for interdisciplinary research starting from an emphasis on social/ecological systems and being used nowadays as the new leitmotif of NATO and EU.
Google Scholar reveals more than 1 million results of the term resilience as resilience became
a sort of lens used in many disciplines and academic fields. Thru this paper I showed how the
definitions evolved over time and how they were embraced by different areas of social sciences,
argued that the term needs to be adapted to the field of research and operationalized accordingly. I presented also the numerous critiques focusing on the generality of the definitions used in
International Relations, the lack of connections with basic concepts like power or sovereignty
or the scarcity of describing the “normal” following an adversity. In my opinion the insights derived from the works of Almond and Verba and Putnam may bring valuable clarifications on
how to apply the term in social sciences in general and in International relations in particular.
The limits of the research reside on the fact that the selected indicators refer only to community level, while resilience refers also to the national and individual level. Future directions of research concentrate on using The World Values Survey (WVS) as well as other cross-national
projects that offer vast evidence on political and social attitudes to measure the indicators.
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