
Resilience in action - Making better program decisions 

29 October 2025

Mainstreaming resilience thinking in development and humanitarian practice: A four-part learning journey 

Welcome to Session 2 



Housekeeping rules 

Please keep your microphone mute at all time.

Use the chat box to share reflections, resources and ask questions.

Keep your mobile phone at hand to join the interactive menti sessions. 

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. 



Word Cloud from Session 1



The pattern in your questions

Tools for operationalizing resilience, trade-offs, measurement, who 
decides, accountability, making it attractive to donors…

Three 
themes 

dominate:

"How do we 
DO 

resilience?" 

"How do we 
MEASURE 

resilience?" 

"How do we 
SELL 

resilience?"



What’s being offered today?

10’ Welcome and opening with your voices

20’ Capacity-Based Resilience Assessment (Mini Lecture I)

10’ Interactive Session – Bridge and quick knowledge check 

20’ Scenario-Based Resilience Inquiry (Mini Lecture II)

40’ Thematic working groups discussion – Applying Both Approaches (Break-out rooms)

10’ Cross network Cross-Network pattern recognition

10’ Conclusion and Sessions 3 & 4 overview 
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Bruce Campbell 

Programme Manager
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Mini lecture 1:

Capacity-Based Resilience 
Assessment

Maryam Rezaei,

Lead Food System, 

Climate and Sustainability Team



Understanding resilience through four capacity lenses

Different ways to see who can anticipate, withstand and recover from shocks.

What we choose to look for,

Shapes what we find!

Absorptive

Adaptive

Transformative

Anticipatory



Why do some households bounce back while others spiral down?

• Same drought/flood/shock

• Same community

• Same access to support

• Different outcomes

What do resilient households HAVE, 

that vulnerable ones DON’T?

Prolonged decline into vulnerability

Prolonged 

decline 

into vulnerability

Quick recovery 

trajectory



Four lenses to examine resilience capacities

ANTICIPATORY LENS "Can people see problems coming before they hit?“

ABSORPTIVE LENS "What cushions the blow when shocks strike?“ 

ADAPTIVE LENS "Can people adjust and learn when conditions change?”

TRANSFORMATIVE LENS "Can they create new systems when old ones fail?“

These lenses overlap and build on each other.



Anticipatory capacity

Definition:
The ability to anticipate future threats or shocks and to prepare for them, in order to avoid 
them or to reduce their impact.

What to look for?
Information access

• Do people receive seasonal weather forecasts?
• Can they access economic information and market prices?
• Do early warning systems reach them?

Understanding and interpretation
• Can they understand what warnings mean for them?
• Do they have connections to information networks?

Capacity to act
• Can they actually do something with advance warning?
• Do they have options when they see problems coming?

Information alone isn't 

enough - people need 

resources to act on what 

they know.



Absorptive capacity

Definition:

The ability to moderate or buffer the impacts of shocks on livelihoods and basic needs.

What to look for?

Financial buffers

• Do people have savings they can access during crisis?

• Can they draw on assets without destroying future capacity?

Material reserves

• Do they maintain food reserves and emergency supplies?

• Have they diversified income sources?

Social support systems

• Are there community support systems they can access?

• Do social safety nets (formal/informal) exist for them?

Absorptive capacity is 

built slowly over time but 

can be destroyed quickly 

by shock.



Adaptive capacity

Definition:

The capacity to adjust and learn from experience, maintaining system structure and function.

What to look for?

Livelihood flexibility

• Can people change strategies when conditions shift?

• Do they have options and alternatives?

Learning opportunities

• Do they have access to information and skills development?

• Can they learn from experience and innovate?

Networks that provide options

• Do social networks open doors to alternatives?

• Have they developed diverse skills and knowledge?

Is all 'adaptation' 

positive, or do 

people sometimes 

adapt to gradual 

decline?



Transformative capacity

Definition:

The capacity to create a fundamentally new system when conditions make the existing system 
untenable

What to look for?

Alternative pathways

• Do people have access to genuinely different livelihood options?

Voice and agency

• Do they have political voice to drive systemic change?

• Can they influence decisions that affect them?

Resources for transformation

• Can they access resources to invest in fundamental shifts?

Collective action

• Are there collective action capabilities in communities?

Transformation often 

requires challenging 

existing power 

structures.



What to examine through these four lenses?

✓ Assets and resources

What do people have access to? (land, livestock, housing, savings)

✓ Access to services

Can they reach schools, health facilities, markets, information?

✓ Social connections

What formal and informal support systems exist?

✓ Flexibility and options

How much room do people have to make different choices?

Look through each lens at different groups…

capacities are not evenly distributed



Insights you get from Capacity-Based Assessment

Capacity patterns across groups
"Which households/groups have strong capacities vs. which 
are consistently vulnerable?“

Specific capacity gaps
"Which capacity dimensions are present or absent in 
different populations?“

Vulnerability relationships
"How do different capacities relate to people's vulnerability 
to shocks?“

Programme design focus
"Where to focus attention and what types of support are 
needed?"

Example:

Women-headed households may 

have adaptive capacity (skills, 

flexibility) but weak absorptive 

capacity (no savings, few assets) 

and limited transformative 

capacity (little voice in decisions).



Strengths of Capacity-Based Analysis
Why this assessment approach works?

Clear analytical categories

"Four lenses provide structure for understanding different resilience dimensions“

Enables comparison

"Can examine capacity profiles across different groups and contexts“

Useful for programme targeting

"Identifies which types of capacity need strengthening for different populations“

Systematic framework

"Creates shared language for discussing resilience across teams and organizations"

Particularly valuable for 

understanding why some 

people cope better than 

others.



Limitations:
What capacity lenses don’t tell us.

May miss power dynamics and structural barriers → "Shows women lack assets, but 
doesn't reveal discriminatory inheritance laws“

Snapshot view, not dynamic → "Capacities today may change tomorrow (illness, 
migration, conflict)“

Assumes having capacity = using capacity → "Person has savings but family member 
controls all money“

Risk of focusing on observable vs. important → "Easy to see livestock numbers, harder 
to see quality of social trust“

Doesn't identify vulnerability to specific threats → "General capacity profile doesn't 
reveal preparedness for particular shock“

Relies on assumptions about context → "Assumes we know what to look for in each 
specific setting"

Capacity lens tells us 

WHAT people have or lack. 

Less good at telling us 

WHY patterns exist or 

WHAT WILL HAPPEN 

under specific conditions



When to use this lens:
Choosing the right resilience assessment approach

USE CAPACITY LENS WHEN:

✓ Understanding who has resilience 
resources and who doesn’t 

✓ Identifying which capacity dimensions are 
strong/weak 

✓ Thinking about different types of support 
needed 

✓ Comparing capacity profiles across groups 

✓ Exploring why some households cope 
better

NEED COMPLEMENTARY APPROACHES 
WHEN: 

✗ Understanding WHY capacity patterns exist 

✗ Exploring power structures and barriers 

✗ Anticipating specific shock scenarios 

✗ Understanding system dynamics and trade-
offs

Often you need BOTH capacity assessment AND scenario-based inquiry..



Thank You



Testing your understanding of Capacity Based Resilience Assessment 

Interactive session through real scenarios (Menti code: )



Mini lecture 2:

Scenario-Based Resilience 
Assessment

What, Why and How

Simon Levine

Global risk and resilience Team



Why? 

Purpose: practical 

Outputs: 

understanding people’s different 
abilities to cope in specific 
situations

understanding the policy changes 
or support needed to help them 
cope 



Approach

Don’t worry about definitions. 
Leave ‘resilience theory’ to the side

Analyse real life situations, 
empirical evidence

Bring every theory you know to the 
analysis

Give up the illusion of a fixed 
‘resilience analysis’ tool



Step 1: 
Identify what you 
are interested in. 

People or systems ?

Everyone or a specific population?

Specific hazard risk or multi-hazard? 

Impacts in one sector or multi-sectoral?



Step 2: 
“What if….?” 

• Think about the scenario 

• Trace impacts – evidence vs. theory?



Step 2b:  
‘Now what?’

• Identify responses

• Identify impacts of responses

• Who can do what? (power!)



Step 3: 
“Why?”  

Comparisons. 

Understanding what is by looking at what 
is not. 



Step 4: 
what would help? 

Exposure and vulnerability

3 As

Every other approach you know

(gender, economics, political-economy, 
agronomy, etc.)



Step 5 (optional): 
what to do? 

What would help?

Whom would it help? And others?

How would everyone else react if X 
happened?

What would happen next…?



Step 6 (optional): 
difficult choices 

Who do I want to help?

What are the priority objectives?

What are the trade-offs of 
achieving those?

What compromises/mitigations are 
possible?

What trade-offs are acceptable?



What makes it 
‘resilience 
analysis’?

The scenario: coping

Resilience as ‘agency under stress’ 



What does it 
give?

An understanding of pressure points and 
vulnerabilities

An understanding of diversity and 
heterogeneity

An understanding of competition and 
power (i.e. real life):

An action plan

A theory of change for the plan 



Strengths of 
S-B A: 

Should we try to change 
societies we don’t understand? 

Impossible to plan longer-
term or structural change 

without. 

Essential for monitoring and 
adaptive management.

Essential for empowerment, 
voice, agency.



Challenges of 
S-B A:

Open-ended : 
no clear tool to follow. 

Infinite: 
always work in progress, 

partial, imperfect 

Doesn’t respond to felt need 
of those who want numbers 



Thank You



Working Groups Discussion;
Apply both approaches to context.
Compare what each reveals.



Working Groups
Working Group theme Session structure 

Climate & Environment Setting up the working group

Part 1: Capacity Assessment (15 min) For your scenario, map 
capacity levels: Create simple matrix of Groups × Capacity types 
(Anticipatory/Absorptive/ Adaptive/ Transformative) 

Part 2: Scenario-Based Inquiry (20 min) For the same context, 
work through the 5-step inquiry:
What's most likely to go wrong? Who is affected and why? Why 
does vulnerability exist? What mitigations exist and for whom? 
What system changes and trade-offs?

Part 3: Compare Insights (5 min) What did capacity 
assessment reveal that scenario inquiry didn't?  What did 
scenario inquiry reveal that capacity assessment missed? How 
do the approaches complement each other? 

Food systems

DRR

Water 



Working Groups instructions 

- Choose the group you wish to join – see below

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

- The moderator will guide you through the questions on the board



Harvesting insights from both approaches (Plenary) 

Quick share (5 min): Each group - One insight from capacity assessment, one insight from scenario 
inquiry, (Optional - one surprising difference between approaches) 

Pattern analysis: 

Operationalizing resilience": Which approach felt more practical to implement? Which revealed more actionable 
insights? How might you combine both in your work?

Handling trade-offs": Which approach made trade-offs more visible? How did scenario inquiry help identify who 
wins/loses? What trade-offs became manageable when made explicit?

“Who decides": Which approach better reveals power dynamics? How do different methods affect who has voice? What 
does this mean for accountability?



Stay tuned for Session 3…

Measuring resilience!!
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