
Welcome to Session 1 
Understanding resilience – from concept to practice

27 August 2025



What’s being offered today?

5’ Welcome 

10’ The many faces of resilience (Interactive)   

10’ Resilience thinking – Overhyped buzzword, a responsibility or a policy priority? (Mini Lecture I)

10’ Why should resilience matter to you? (Q&A)

10’ Managing trade-offs - The heart of resilience practice. (Mini Lecture II)

30’ Thematic working groups discussion – Applying the resilience lens (Break-out rooms)

10’ Cross network harvest of ideas

5’ Cliff hanger and final poll
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Housekeeping rules 

Please keep your microphone mute at all time.

Use the chat box as much as you can to share reflections, resources and ask questions.

One session is dedicated to open discussion where we will give the floor to some of you 
who raise their hands for a short intervention. 

The plenary will be recorded.

Working Group discussions will not be recorded. We will keep what you write on Miro board to 
shape the learning journey. 



Interactive Poll - Word Cloud

What are the words that come to mind when you hear 
'resilience'? 



Resilience means different things in different contexts 

Sports: The ability of an athlete or team to quickly recover from physical setbacks, such as an 
injury or a bad play, to maintain optimal performance.

Psychology: The process of adapting positively to emotional and mental trauma, allowing an 
individual to grow from difficult experiences.

Ecology: The capacity of an ecosystem to absorb significant environmental disturbances, like a 
wildfire, and return to a state of balance without losing its core functions.

Engineering: The ability of a man-made system or structure to maintain its intended function 
during and after a shock, such as a bridge withstanding an earthquake.

Business: The capacity of an organization to absorb, adapt to, and recover from disruptive 
events, such as a supply chain failure, to ensure continuity and protect its bottom line.

Development: The ability of a community or country to anticipate and withstand shocks and 
stresses, like a famine, and use the experience to build a more robust and equitable society.



Mini lecture 1:

Resilience Thinking - Overhyped 
Buzzword or Policy Priority?

Maryam Rezaei, Lead Food 

Systems, ODI Global

Email: m.rezaei@odi.org



What Do Physics, Ecology, Human Psychology and the Aid 
Sector have in common? 

Aid Sector (2000s) 
ability of individuals, 

households, 
communities, and 

systems to anticipate, 
withstand, adapt to, 

and recover from 
shocks and stresses  

Psychology (1970s) 
Process of positive 

adaptation within the 
context of significant 

adversity, trauma, 
tragedy, or threats.

Ecology (1950s) 
ecosystem's capacity 

to absorb changes  
and still maintain its 

fundamental structure 
and function  

Physics (17th

Century) material's 
ability to absorb 

energy when 
deformed and then 
return to its original 

shape. 





In 2023 83% of all people in need of humanitarian assistance lived in countries experiencing 
protracted crises. ( Global humanitarian assistance report 2024)



The Perfect Storm: 2000s Disasters as Catalyst
Great Migration of Resilience to Development 

2004   Indian Ocean Tsunami: 230,000 deaths despite early 
warning systems

2005   Hurricane Katrina: Wealthy nation, devastating 
vulnerability. First "resilience frameworks" in disaster risk 
reduction

2007-2008 Food Crisis: 100+ million pushed into poverty 
overnight

2008   Financial Crisis: Global interconnectedness revealed 
systemic fragility

2010:  USAID begins systematic resilience programming

2012:  Rockefeller Foundation launches 100 Resilient Cities

2015:  Resilience integrated into Sustainable Development Goals

2020:  The world discovered that even the most advanced 
societies could be brought to their knees by a microscopic virus. 
Yet some communities, systems, and individuals not only survived 
but found ways to thrive. What made the difference? 



Climate change – Multiplying threats in an era of diminishing aid

• Accelerating Frequency: Climate disasters now 
occur 5x more often than in the 1970s

• The Conflict + Climate: Climate stress triggers 
resource competition, displacement, and violent 
conflict

• Compounding Effects: Droughts trigger conflicts, 
conflicts destroy infrastructure, destroyed 
infrastructure worsens next drought, creating 
cascading vulnerabilities

• The Paradox: The same human systems causing 
global disruption must now adapt to survive it

• The Urgency: In this new epoch, communities don't 
just face recurring disasters, they face accelerating, 
interconnected crises where climate stress and 
conflict amplify each other.



The Paradox of Big Resilience 
Investment and Mixed Results 

The Scale of international fund to resilience - $90 billion in just nine 
countries with large dryland areas, with USAID resilience 
investments of about 661 million dollars since 2012 in Kenya alone.

What has worked:

Legitimized long-term thinking in an age of accelerating change

Created shared vocabulary across sectors

Elevated prevention over response as climate impacts intensify

What Didn't:

Silo Creation: Resilience became another vertical program rather 
than integrative lens just when climate change challenges demand 
integration

Measurement Obsession: Complex systems reduced to simple 
indicators while climate feedback loops create unprecedented 
complexity

Donor Fashion: Short attention spans despite long-term nature of 
resilience in an epoch requiring generational thinking



The Critical Voices
Individualization:

Does resilience 
thinking place too 

much responsibility 
on individuals and 

communities to 
adapt, rather than 

addressing 
structural 

inequalities?

Status Quo Bias: Does 
"bouncing back" mean 

accepting unjust conditions 
rather than transforming 

them?

Power 
Blindness: Who 

decides what 
resilience looks 

like and for 
whom?

Framework Fetishism: Are 
we over-relying on tools 

that can only capture part 
of the picture? RESILIENCE THINKING



No programming can ever deal with 
'resilience' in its totality

Resilience concept is clear, but however you 
think about it, there will always be new 
dimensions that aren't captured in any 
framework.

This isn't about the weaknesses of 
frameworks - it's about their limitations and 
our resources.



Evolution continues with strategic pragmatism

Strategic Focus Over Comprehensive Coverage: Instead of trying to address all 
dimensions of resilience, effective programming identifies what's most urgent and important 
in each context

Adaptive Frameworks: Tools that acknowledge their own limitations and remain open to 
modification

Intellectual Humility: Recognition that every context will reveal new dimensions we hadn't 
considered

Transformative Potential: Using resilience thinking to challenge existing power structures, 
not just help people cope with them



Resilience imperative for aid and humanitarian sector

Real resilience doesn't bounce back to the broken 
system that failed; it builds forward to something 
stronger, smarter and more equitable through:

✓A strategic lens for identifying where limited 
resources can have the greatest impact
✓A framework for learning that acknowledges 
what we don't yet understand
✓A pathway for working with complexity while 
maintaining practical focus
✓A bridge between immediate needs and long-
term transformation - but only if we're honest 
about its limitations.

The bottom line:
Resilience is about breaking the cycle where the 
same vulnerable communities get hit by the 
same disasters over and over. It is about fixing 
root causes, instead of treating the symptoms.



Thank You



Why should resilience matter to you? (Open Discussion)

Humanitarian aid that ignores resilience is just crisis management, and development that 
overlooks resilience, risks being unsustainable.
How do these statements resonate with your experience?

Humanitarian access map (2025) shows countries appearing repeatedly in 

humanitarian appeals – SDC is operating in many of these countries 



Mini lecture 2:

Managing trade-offs - The 
heart of resilience practice



Life is a series of trade-offs.

Meaningless question no 1:

Who is the greatest sportsperson of all 
time?

Meaningless question no 2: 

What does the ideal resilience-building 
project look like? 



Life is a series of trade-offs.

Maximise income vs income security

Short-term food security vs. environmental sustainability

Economic growth vs. poverty eradication

Cultural acceptability vs. gender equality

And in crises, there are more
Rapid relief vs. long-term benefits (e.g. social protection)

Targeting those in need vs. ‘social cohesion’

Peace vs. justice

Independent action vs. state-building

Material well-being vs. Conflict over resources

Earn money vs. Stay safe



Too obvious to mention?  Yes, but….

It’s the opposite of how the aid sector thinks about resilience !

If everything is judgement, perspective and different interests, then….

• Resilience as something you can measure

• Right answers  ("best buys", "what works", "value for money", etc.)

• ‘the way to do resilience analysis’

• Technical questions



Too obvious to mention?  Yes, but….

It’s the opposite of how the aid sector thinks about resilience !

If everything is judgement, perspective and different interests, then….

…all disappear



The implications for practitioners

Resilience programming isn’t ‘a thing’. You can’t deliver resilience.

It’s a dimension of whatever you are already doing.



The implications for practitioners

Resilience programming isn’t ‘a thing’. You can’t deliver resilience.

It’s a dimension of whatever you are already doing.

People’s long-term welfare in the face of challenges regarding 

Social environmental    bio-diversity     climate change     economic      institutional      

Personal agency    services personal security     …… etc.

Resilience analysis doesn’t tell you what to do. It let’s you see more trade-offs.



Staying grounded: applying resilience thinking to real problems

Does it build people’s resilience, if...

someone puts a new water source 
in the drylands ?



staying grounded: applying resilience thinking to 
real problems

Does it build people’s resilience if someone put a new water source in the 
drylands ?

New settlement



staying grounded: applying resilience thinking to 
real problems

Does it build people’s resilience if someone put a new water source in the 
drylands ?

New settlement

Access to services ☺

Women’s time/labour savings ☺

Higher pop pressure 

Loss of dry season grazing 

Claims on other natural resources 

Social resilience, community institutions ??



doesn’t this just make it all too complicated?

Has this really added to complications  
…or just made them visible ?

(Whoever doesn’t like working with 
complications is probably in the wrong 
sector!)



Six steps to resilience building

1. Assume people know how to live their own lives.

2. Find out: what is limiting people’s choice (agency)?

3. Analyse: trade-offs between short- and long-term in as many dimensions 
as you can.

4. Work with others to make a judgement on what is best way forward

5. Mitigate what you can

6. Put in place monitor so you can constantly course correct

Good luck



Thank You



Working Groups Discussion



Working Groups

Working Group theme Case Study 

Climate & Environment Recurring drought cycles in Sahel - moving from disaster 
response to drought-proofing 

Food systems Market volatility affecting smallholder farmers repeatedly -
food system resilience vs. food security programming 

DRR Same disaster-prone areas receiving repeated emergency 
aid - breaking disaster-aid-recovery cycles 

Gender Women's empowerment gains eroded during crises - building 
gender gains that survive disruptions. 

Water Infrastructure repeatedly damaged by conflicts/disasters -
building systems that survive disruptions 



Working Groups instructions 

- Choose the group you wish to join 

- Once inside the group, access the Miro board that will be shared by your moderator 

- You will find a summary of the case study on the left-hand side

- The moderator will guide you through the questions shown on the board, save your answers on the 

post its.  



Working Group Questions – Miro Board

Policy/programming Priority (5 minutes)
• Who keeps falling through the cracks in 

your thematic area?
• What patterns of recurring vulnerability 

do you observe?

Limitation of current approaches (5 
minutes) 

• What isn't working in current 
programming approaches?

• Where do you see symptom treatment 
vs. system strengthening?

Trade-offs (5 minutes)
• What difficult choices do you regularly face?
• How do efficiency vs. resilience tensions play out?

Resilience lens shift (5 minutes)
• What would change if "staying away from the edge" 

was the primary goal?
• What would different (not just better) programming 

look like?



Climate & Environment Case Study

Mali –

Integration 

Success

Climate Network: Recurring 

drought cycles in Sahel

Between 2016–2020, Switzerland’s 

Sahel programme tackled climate 

change, weak governance, insecurity, 

and gender inequality through an 

integrated approach. Climate-smart 

agriculture linked to peace dialogues, 

women’s groups led savings and 

water committees, and local 

authorities were trained for 

transparent resource management. 

Communities bounced back faster 

after droughts, land disputes 

declined, and women gained voice. 

Integration required patience and 

coordination, showing resilience is 

about redesigning the system, not 

just adding activities.

Evaluation of the Swiss 

Cooperation Strategy in Mali 

2017–2020, SDC

https://www.aramis.admin.ch/Texte/?ProjectID=43455
https://www.aramis.admin.ch/Texte/?ProjectID=43455
https://www.aramis.admin.ch/Texte/?ProjectID=43455


Food systems Case Study

Somalia –

Coordination 

Challenge

Food Systems 

Network: 

market volatility 

affecting smallholder 

farmers

Somalia’s humanitarian and 

development landscape has many high-

quality resilience projects (drought-

tolerant seeds, cash transfers, 

boreholes, market rehab), but national 

food insecurity persists. Fragmented 

coordination, short funding cycles, and 

unaligned monitoring prevent scaling 

and sustaining results. Farmers may 

have training without market access; 

markets may exist without household 

purchasing power. This illustrates the 

fragmentation risk: strong individual 

efforts, but a vulnerable system overall.

Somalia Resilience 

Programme (SomReP), 

SDC; 

Swiss Cooperation 

Strategy – Horn of Africa 

2018–2021

https://www.eda.admin.ch/countries/somalia/en/home/international-cooperation/projects.html/content/dezaprojects/SDC/en/2014/7F09004/phase1
https://www.eda.admin.ch/countries/somalia/en/home/international-cooperation/projects.html/content/dezaprojects/SDC/en/2014/7F09004/phase1
https://www.eda.admin.ch/countries/somalia/en/home/international-cooperation/projects.html/content/dezaprojects/SDC/en/2014/7F09004/phase1
https://www.eda.admin.ch/dam/deza/en/documents/laender/swiss-cooperation-strategy-horn-of-africa-2018-2021_EN.pdf
https://www.eda.admin.ch/dam/deza/en/documents/laender/swiss-cooperation-strategy-horn-of-africa-2018-2021_EN.pdf
https://www.eda.admin.ch/dam/deza/en/documents/laender/swiss-cooperation-strategy-horn-of-africa-2018-2021_EN.pdf


Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) – Case Study

Chad –

Protracted Crisis

DRR Network: infrastructure 

repeatedly damaged

Since 2003, Chad has faced 

continuous humanitarian appeals 

(food shortages, displacement, Lake 

Chad crisis). Aid meets immediate 

needs, but structural vulnerabilities 

remain: fragile infrastructure, 

degraded land, and limited 

livelihood options. Water systems 

and homes are repeatedly rebuilt 

only to be damaged again. Without 

shifting from relief to resilient 

capacities, the same communities 

keep returning to aid — the 

“revolving door” problem.

Lake Chad Crisis Factsheet, 

SDC; 

OCHA Consolidated 

Appeals, Chad 2004–

present

https://www.eda.admin.ch/dam/countries/countries-content/nigeria/en/2021.02_Factsheet_Lake_Chad_crisis_EN.pdf
https://www.eda.admin.ch/dam/countries/countries-content/nigeria/en/2021.02_Factsheet_Lake_Chad_crisis_EN.pdf
https://www.unocha.org/
https://www.unocha.org/
https://www.unocha.org/


Gender – Case Study

Nepal –

Earthquake 

Response

Gender Network: women’s 

empowerment gains eroded

The 2015 earthquake killed 

~9,000 and left hundreds of 

thousands homeless. Urgent 

reconstruction prioritized speed 

over resilience: building codes 

relaxed, women’s leadership 

roles faded, livelihood 

diversification delayed. While 

short-term recovery was visible, 

vulnerabilities persisted. This 

case illustrates the trade-off 

between immediate 

reconstruction and long-term 

crisis-proofing.

Swiss Cooperation 

Strategy Nepal 2013–

2017 – Mid-term Review

https://www.eda.admin.ch/dam/countries/countries-content/nepal/en/Report_of_the_Mid_term_Review_of_the_Swiss_Cooperation_Strategy_2013_17_for_Nepal-EN.pdf
https://www.eda.admin.ch/dam/countries/countries-content/nepal/en/Report_of_the_Mid_term_Review_of_the_Swiss_Cooperation_Strategy_2013_17_for_Nepal-EN.pdf
https://www.eda.admin.ch/dam/countries/countries-content/nepal/en/Report_of_the_Mid_term_Review_of_the_Swiss_Cooperation_Strategy_2013_17_for_Nepal-EN.pdf


Water – Case Study

Chad –

Protracted Crisis

Water Network: 

infrastructure repeatedly 

damaged

Since 2003, Chad has faced 

continuous humanitarian appeals 

(food shortages, displacement, Lake 

Chad crisis). Aid meets immediate 

needs, but structural vulnerabilities 

remain: fragile infrastructure, 

degraded land, and limited 

livelihood options. Water systems 

and homes are repeatedly rebuilt 

only to be damaged again. Without 

shifting from relief to resilient 

capacities, the same communities 

keep returning to aid — the 

“revolving door” problem.

Lake Chad Crisis Factsheet, 

SDC; 

OCHA Consolidated 

Appeals, Chad 2004–

present

https://www.eda.admin.ch/dam/countries/countries-content/nigeria/en/2021.02_Factsheet_Lake_Chad_crisis_EN.pdf
https://www.eda.admin.ch/dam/countries/countries-content/nigeria/en/2021.02_Factsheet_Lake_Chad_crisis_EN.pdf
https://www.unocha.org/
https://www.unocha.org/
https://www.unocha.org/


Final Poll



Bruce Campbell
bruce.campbell@eda.admin.ch

Maryam Rezaei
m.Rezaei@odi.org

Please send us your suggestions, 

questions, inquiries:

mailto:bruce.campbell@eda.admin.ch
mailto:m.Rezaei@odi.org
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