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A B S T R A C T   

Disaster resilience is now the subject of countless scientific and policy publications and initiatives within the 
international development sector, yet little insight is available on the perspectives and experiences of the 
practitioners tasked with implementing it. If disaster resilience is going to contribute to arresting growing 
disaster risk, it is essential that the expert insight, realities and needs of practitioners are amplified in the 
discourse. Through in-depth interviews with INGO staff working on disaster resilience across the developing 
world, we seek to understand how the concept is being understood and used in practice. We compare practitioner 
perspectives to scientific and policy-oriented goals for, and critiques of, resilience in the disaster and develop-
ment space. We find that practitioners perceive the resilience paradigm to be driving a genuine shift towards 
better programming. At the same time, the concern that resilience is a vague buzzword which reinforces the 
status quo cannot be discredited. The usefulness of resilience as a boundary object within the science-practice 
interface, and the success of resilience in achieving its goals, is dependent upon scientists, policy-makers, and 
donors more actively engaging with the insights and experience of practitioners. We identify a number of ave-
nues for this interaction that have high salience for practitioners.   

1. Introduction 

Disaster resilience is increasingly promoted as a concept possessing 
the potential to drive the much-needed integration of disaster risk 
management (DRM) and development [1] in the international devel-
opment space. Donors are playing a significant role: we are witnessing 
an explosion of international development funding specifically calling 
for ‘resilience building’ [2]. Disaster resilience has become an issue at 
the interface of science, policy, and practice - potentially a boundary 
object. This means that the idea of disaster resilience is continuously 
being interpreted not only by scientists and policy experts, but also by 
practitioners working directly to implement it. As a boundary object, 
each of these communities adds their own values and interests to the 
concept, ideally improving research, communication, and implementa-
tion, but also creating room for misunderstandings which can in turn 
lead to inefficient or even ineffective use of the mounting investments 
purporting to be guided by it. If disaster resilience is to contribute to 
tackling the growing disaster risk threatening development gains, then it 
is essential that the respective realities and needs of all users are re-
flected in the discourse. 

Currently, practitioner expert insight, i.e. the voices of those working 
directly on implementation of ‘disaster resilience building’ initiatives, is 

largely missing from the disaster resilience discourse. The body of 
published knowledge on disaster resilience is almost exclusively domi-
nated by scientists and scholars, and experts such as policy advisors in 
large international non-government organizations (INGOs), aid 
agencies, and multilateral organizations. Conceptual frameworks, defi-
nitions of, and approaches to disaster resilience have been developed by 
the big players in the disaster and development sectors (e.g. Refs. [3–7]; 
we discuss definitions further in section 2.1). The scholarly discourse has 
reached a point where it has generated an extensive literature of re-
views, analyses and critical debates (among many others see Refs. 
[8–15]. On the other hand, beyond NGO promotional material, there are 
very few available studies exploring the on-the-ground expertise and 
implementation experience of the people tasked with implementing 
‘disaster resilience building’ initiatives [16]. This paper contributes to 
filling this gap by exploring the practitioner side of the 
science-policy-practice interface (discussed in section 2.2 below). This 
paper is a direct attempt to bridge the science-policy-practice interface; 
the authors themselves are researchers, and as such are writing about 
practice from the scientific perspective in a scientific forum. 

In order to achieve this, we explore the extent to which practitioners 
perceive that disaster resilience is fulfilling the hopes of its proponents, 
in shifting both thinking and practice. The shift or change is defined as a 
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movement away from, or expansion of, traditional DRM thinking and 
practice. Investment in DRM in international development has been 
severely dominated by a focus on crisis response and ex-post recovery 
following disaster events, neglecting ex-ante risk reduction [17]. Criti-
cally, the prevailing operational environments of the DRM and devel-
opment fields have inhibited the integration required to arrest growing 
disaster risk [18]. By reviewing the literature from researchers and 
policy experts we identify that disaster resilience is perceived to hold the 
potential to deliver on a number of interconnected benefits; we call these 
the three hopes or promises of resilience1 [9,11,19]; Mercy [12,20–23]: 

Hope 1: Disaster resilience focuses on development outcomes including 
tackling vulnerability, rather than DRM per se. 

This is not to say that DRM is not part of resilience, but that resilience 
is more than DRM and is focused on altering system outcomes as 
opposed to a narrower focus on hazards. This focus on development 
outcomes including vulnerability is achieved, in theory, because: 

Hope 2: Disaster resilience links the development and DRM (primarily 
humanitarian response) fields, which contributes to the sustainability of 
program outcomes. 

The linking of development2 and DRM contributes to the sustain-
ability of NGO program impacts beyond the life of the program because 
it helps avoid the destruction of development gains by disaster, and risk- 
blind development which increases disaster risk (the disaster- 
development system). This linking requires that: 

Hope 3: Disaster resilience takes an integrated or systems-based approach 
which understands and acts within the complex system driving develop-
ment and disaster risk, in particular by bridging across sectors. 

A number of key concerns and critiques have also been identified in 
our review, largely from the academic literature [9,12,19,24–29]. We 
explore whether we can detect these scholarly critiques of resilience in 
practitioners’ understanding of the concept, and to what extent practi-
tioners perceive these critiques to be manifesting in practice. One of the 
first points raised in many discussions of resilience is that: 

Critique 1: Resilience lacks an agreed definition and conceptual clarity. 

Related to this concern regarding conceptual disagreement and 
fuzziness is the notion that it is applied very broadly and imprecisely, 
not engendering a meaningful change in practice, therefore: 

Critique 2: Resilience is merely a buzzword for business as usual practice. 

At a deeper level, scholars have argued that in practice resilience is 
prone to being blind to power and inequalities, and hence: 

Critique 3: Resilience reinforces the status quo, ignores vulnerabilities 
and is unlikely to foster transformation. 

In this paper we explore the perspectives of practitioners tasked with 
implementing disaster resilience programming and contrast them with 
the perspectives of scholars and high level policy-makers as exemplified 
in the three hopes and critiques. In order to do this we asked practi-
tioners 1) what do they understand by disaster resilience?; 2) how do 
they see the disaster resilience discourse manifesting in their work?; and 
3) to what extent (if any) do they perceive that resilience is living up to 
the hopes of scientists and policy-makers, or falling prey to its critics? 
We then highlight practical impediments to operationalizing the concept 
raised by practitioners themselves. These relate to key operational issues 
in the field regarding the structures and processes of the international 
development sector, in particular the typical donor-funding model. Our 
findings testify as to whether resilience is a useful tool for communica-
tion between science, policy, and practice - a boundary object, or 
whether it is indeed only a buzzword. Finally, we identify key foci for 
scholars, policy-makers and in particular donors wanting to improve the 
operationalization of the disaster resilience concept in international 
development, that have high salience for practitioners. 

2. Background 

2.1. What resilience means in science and practice 

The modern understanding of resilience has its roots in engineering, 
ecology, and psychology [8,30,31]. Disaster resilience has now been 
defined countless times and in multiple ways by scientists, multilateral 
organizations, aid agencies and other donors, and NGOs. The cornucopia 
of definitions has spawned a substantial literature in and of itself 
reviewing, comparing and critiquing these definitions (e.g. Refs. [15,18, 
25,32–37]. Despite all this activity, the definitions developed by large 
key players in the field have emerged as leaders. In particular from 
science: 

International Panel on Climate Change [38]: The ability of a system 
and its component parts to anticipate, absorb, accommodate, or recover 
from the effects of a hazardous event in a timely and efficient manner, 
including through ensuring the preservation, restoration, or improve-
ment of its essential basic structures and functions. 

From high level policy we present the definition from the UK 
Department For International Development (DFID), who have been at 
the front of the ‘resilience pack’ in terms of thinking and projects, 
particularly in Africa: 

DFID [4]: Disaster Resilience is the ability of countries, communities, 
and households to manage change, by maintaining or transforming 
living standards in the face of shocks or stresses - such as earthquakes, 
drought or violent conflict - without compromising their long-term 
prospects. 

We also highlight the significance of the increasing alignment be-
tween the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction (SFDRR) [1] 
and disaster resilience. The SFDRR aims to reduce disaster risk and loss, 
taking a broad and holistic view of assets; in particular it is concerned 
with tackling the underlying drivers of risk. While only SFDRR priority 3 
specifically mentions the term ‘resilience’, there is significant alignment 
between SFDRR objectives and targets, and a resilience-inspired 
conceptualization of DRR and DRM, and the interconnected nature of 
these and sustainable development. Keating [39] links the conceptual-
ization and measurement of community flood resilience by the Zurich 
Flood Resilience Alliance to the goals of the SFDRR, showing significant 
overlap and the potential of a resilience-based approach to contribute to 
achieving SFDRR goals. 

A number of issues have emerged within the scientific and high-level 
policy literature on resilience which are the subject of substantial 
theorizing and debate. Conceptually, the relationship between disaster 
resilience and vulnerability has been discussed extensively [9,16,34,36, 
40–42], as has the relationship between disaster resilience and trans-
formation [10,28,43–47]. From a more practical angle, measuring 
resilience is seen by some as essential to operationalizing the concept 

1 Resilience is a concept being applied in many fields. Here we are specifically 
referring to resilience to disasters, or ‘disaster resilience’. We use disaster 
resilience and resilience interchangeably. We do not apply any single definition 
of disaster resilience in the paper, because we explore the multiple definitions 
being applied across science and practice.  

2 Disaster resilience is a concept which has been argued to have the potential 
to link DRM and ‘development’ in both ‘developed’ and ‘developing’ countries. 
In developed countries the hope is that it links land-use, infrastructure and 
growth policies with disaster risk and crisis management. This paper focuses on 
disaster resilience in international development NGOs. 
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[11,14,27,48], while others caution that measurement can be counter-
productive if not applied carefully (see for example [49]. 
Decision-making in disaster resilience program design and the use of 
tools such as cost-benefit analysis has also generated attention [50–53]. 

Except perhaps with regard to policy-makers, we find [16] statement 
to still hold true: “[a]lthough there is a growing body of research 
developing our understanding of resilience, there are few documented 
cases of how this understanding is adopted and applied by practitioners, 
managers, community leaders, and policy makers” [16]; pg. 12–13). In 
the grey literature we find3 four reports which discuss disaster resilience 
in international development from the perspective of practitioners 
and/or in practice. Frankenberger et al. Frankenberger et al. [11] ex-
plores a collection of NGO case studies; their main finding is that “[r] 
esilience building relies on integrated programming” (pg. v) including 
longer time commitments, linking a wide variety of stakeholders and 
sectors, and the need for comprehensive context analysis. Similarly, 
ISDR [54] presents 16 case studies of ‘good practice’ disaster resilience 
programming. While each case identifies lessons learned, the report does 
not draw any generalizable conclusions. These collections of case studies 
from NGOs are an important contribution to the field as they demon-
strate the translation of the concept of resilience into NGO 
programming. 

Mitchell [12] draws conclusions from two in-depth case studies of 
how resilience is manifesting in the development sectors in Niger and 
the Philippines. He finds that resilience is more than a buzzword, 
already generating a shift in thinking and having meaningful impact on 
the ground, and with much inherent potential. He argues that resilience 
requires integrated programming, breaking down traditional hazard and 
sector silos. Furthermore, guidance materials and capacity support are 
needed for operationalizing resilience. He emphasizes the essential role 
donors can play in resilience achieving its potential. Gregorowski et al. 
[55] utilize NGO submitted case studies and a workshop to identify “key 
challenges and lessons of operationalizing resilience measurement” (pg. 
3). Their findings are grouped into conceptual, technical, and practical 
challenges, the most relevant to our discussion being staff analytical 
capacity. 

Most academic work on practitioner perspectives of disaster resil-
ience is based on individual case studies. Aldunce et al. [56] present an 
in-depth case study of a resilience initiative in Australia, finding that 
practitioners understand social learning as essential to resilience. Olwig 
[57] presents an in-depth case study of flooding in Ghana, which finds 
that differing local and global perceptions of community resilience 
interact to both limit and enable local agency in practice. In landslide 
affected communities in Nepal, Sudmeier-Rieux [23] explores how 
resilience is understood and impacting the development sector. She 
finds it has the potential to foster an integrated approach, while at the 
same time finding evidence that in this context resilience is at risk of 
diverting attention away from sustainable development and vulnera-
bility reduction, instead focusing on restoring the status quo following a 
landslide. 

Looking beyond the disasters field and international development to 
other uses of the term also yields a number of examples of resilience 
thinking in practice that are relevant here. Walker and Salt’s [58] book 
Resilience Practice presents a number of in-depth case studies high-
lighting the process by which practitioners can understand, assess, and 
manage resilience. They explore the application of ‘resilience thinking’, 
which entails a holistic perspective that links across domains and scales. 
Similarly, Sellberg et al. [59] find that the application of the resilience 
concept in urban planning “bridged longer term sustainable develop-
ment and shorter term crisis management, allowing these two sectors to 

develop common strategies” [59]; pg. 43). 

2.2. Resilience as a boundary object 

The concept of resilience was adopted in the physical and social 
sciences throughout the 20th century [8]. Policy-makers and donor or-
ganizations are increasingly incorporating resilience into their strategic 
plans and funding requirements. Practitioners are in turn obliged to 
apply the concept in practice in their programming despite trailing ev-
idence regarding effective methods for implementation of the concept 
and monitoring and evaluation frameworks. Joint efforts of researchers, 
policy-makers, practitioners, and stakeholders (including communities) 
to operationalize resilience make it an issue of what researchers some-
times term the ‘science-practice interface’. 

‘Boundary work’ takes place at the science-practice interface, and 
refers to any activities simultaneously coordinating and separating the 
worlds of actors on any side of this interface [60,61]. Boundary work can 
become very consuming when trying to grapple with the different 
values, approaches, and interests of different actors [62]. Guston [63, 
64]; suggests that ‘boundary objects’ stabilize the boundary between the 
different sides of the interface, in order to preserve their internal 
integrity, values, and interests. In practice boundary objects can be as 
diverse as scenarios, risk maps or simulation games [65,66]. However, 
boundary objects derive their materiality “from action, not from a sense 
of prefabricated stuff or ‘‘thing’’-ness” [67]; p. 603). This means that a 
boundary object is not defined by its attributes, but rather by how it is 
utilized within the science-practice interface. 

The idea of resilience as a boundary object between science and 
practice has not been a key feature of the resilience discourse. Several 
authors argue that resilience may be a boundary object between aca-
demic disciplines [68,69], rather than between science and practice. 
Brown [70] implies that resilience indicators are boundary objects, 
while Fekete et al. [34] imply that the conceptual vagueness that 
characterizes resilience makes it a boundary object. We argue that 
within the context in which disaster resilience is used jointly by scien-
tists, policy-makers and practitioners in the international development 
sector as described above, it fits the description of a boundary object 
extremely well. Indeed, resilience fits most characteristics of boundary 
objects as set out by Ref. [71] (adapted from p. 393):  

● Resilience inhabits several intersecting social worlds (e.g. Refs. [16, 
72].  

● Resilience is both plastic enough to adapt to local needs and the 
constraints of the several parties employing them, yet robust enough 
to maintain a common identity across sites (e.g. Ref. [34].  

● Resilience is weakly structured in common use, but may become 
strongly structured when used for specific cases and purposes, such 
as measuring resilience (e.g. Ref. [73].  

● Resilience may have different meanings in different social worlds but 
their structure is common enough to make them recognizable, a 
means of translation. We note considerable overlap in the concep-
tualizations of resilience from science and high level policy, yet we 
know far less about how practitioners understand resilience.  

● Resilience is able to satisfy the informational requirements of each of 
these worlds. We explore this from practitioner s’ perspectives in this 
paper. 

Our point of departure is that disaster resilience has become a 
boundary object at the science-practice interface in international 
development. In order to unfold its full potential in becoming a useful 
boundary object we need a better understanding of the practitioner side 
of the boundary. In particular, there is an urgent need to understand 
practitioner s’ perspectives on the meanings ascribed to resilience by 
scholars and policy-makers - as expressed by the three hopes and three 
critiques of resilience - and to open a space for practitioners to voice 
their challenges within the discourse. We propose that resilience would 

3 We conducted a thorough search of the grey literature via Google and 
Google Scholar, via keywords ‘resilience’ and ‘practice’ or ‘practitioner’ or 
‘staff’ or ‘case study’ or ‘program’. We then identified results which presented 
practitioner experiences of implementing ‘disaster resilience’ initiatives. 
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be a useful boundary object were it to fulfil the hopes and overcome the 
critiques. 

Resilience as a boundary object would then manifest in (1) DRM 
mainstreamed in development programs and measured in terms of 
development outcomes; (2) and in turn in DRM funded as part of 
development projects and not separately; and (3) systems approaches 
used and encouraged both in program and project design as well as in 
research - this can be as simple as using system diagramming and as 
complex as running quantitative system models. Resilience definitions 
and conceptual frameworks would be available as appropriate for either 
side, but handled flexibly for communication and joint projects. 

3. Methods 

This study focuses on the perceptions of international development 
NGO staff members working on disaster resilience building initiatives in 
developing countries. Purposeful sampling was used, with potential 
participants identified via author contacts from working in the NGO 
sector and on disaster research over a number of years. These first in-
terviewees then provided referrals (snowball sampling). Criteria for 
participation was that the respondent a) be working for an international 
development NGO or humanitarian organization on programming with 
the concept ‘disaster resilience’ featuring prominently; b) has direct 
influence on program or project design and/or responsibility for 
implementation; and c) is confident conversing in English. Because of 
the scoping nature of this study we focused on practitioners who were 
working specifically on disaster resilience (although the majority had a 
dual focus of disasters and development). Future research could explore 
how disaster resilience is perceived by other development practitioners, 
for example in the education or WASH sectors, and/or humanitarian 
responders. 

Sixteen staff from seven large INGOs anonymously participated in 
the research, representing their own views as development pro-
fessionals. We interviewed 10 field office staff based in eight countries 
across Africa, Asia, and Central and South America, and six NGO 
headquarters staff based in five OECD countries. All headquarters staff 
and three field staff hail from the global north, the remaining field staff 
are from the global south. In regards to role of the participant, we 
classified all headquarters staff and two country staff as ‘coordination 
staff’, meaning that they provide programming support and have 
intermittent contact with communities; the remaining eight field staff 
were classified as implementers, and have frequent contact with com-
munities. In Table 1 below we show how many participants fall into each 
classification category. 

Over September and October 2016 we collected data via semi- 
structured telephone interviews, which have been shown to be an 

acceptable alternative to in-person interviews, producing valid quali-
tative data [74]. Each interview took between one and 2 h. We devel-
oped interview protocols following guidance from the literature on 
survey process, question design and order, and ethics considerations 
[75–77]. The semi-structured interview format allowed for an appro-
priate balance between eliciting researcher-directed feedback, and 
providing participants space to raise issues. 

Interview questions were specifically designed to elicit practitioner 
perspectives on a) the concept of disaster resilience, and b) the practice 
of disaster resilience programming. We did not directly query partici-
pants on their views regarding the three hopes and critiques of resilience 
as this would be considered too leading; instead we aimed to get a 
picture of how disaster resilience is viewed by our interviewees, to later 
compare and contrast with perspectives of scholars and high level 
policy-makers. It is important to note that we did not seek to indepen-
dently evaluate the practice of disaster resilience building, rather prac-
titioners’ perspectives on that practice. Interviews varied slightly 
depending on whether the participant was classified as coordination or 
implementation staff. In some cases questions for coordination staff 
touched on the surge in resilience rhetoric across the NGO and within 
the development sector, whereas for implementers the focus was on 
resilience within program delivery with communities. See the interview 
protocol, provided in the Appendix, for further details. 

All interviews were conducted by the same interviewer, and data 
saturation - the point where additional data does not yield new infor-
mation [78] - was perceived to be reached after 6–8 interviews. After 
this point the same themes were independently raised by participants 
despite the open questions and interview format. This is in line with 
interview experience documented in the literature: Guest et al. [79] 
reach saturation after 12 qualitative in-depth interviews. Mason [80] 
finds that many researchers go beyond the point of data saturation to “be 
on the safe side”. 

We analyzed the interviews by taking a grounded theory approach 
and using the qualitative data analysis software NVIVO 10. Interviews 
were transcribed and uploaded into the software, then we applied a two- 
stage coding process. Participant’s statements were first coded into the 
following categories (with multiple sub-categories within each group): 
a) perspectives on what resilience is; b) the perceived benefits of resil-
ience; c) the challenges or negative aspects of resilience; and d) per-
spectives on experiences of resilience in practice. We reviewed the data 
multiple times to identify the recurrent perspectives expressed by par-
ticipants. We then applied the second round of coding, which catego-
rized responses according to whether they concurred with or 
contradicted the three hopes and three critiques, while at the same time 
retaining other key messages coming out from the data. The analysis 
focuses on themes which were raised by at least five respondents, and 
more usually at least eight. Points raised by fewer respondents are only 
highlighted when they provide a contrary perspective. 

4. Results 

Our results are grouped into four themes which emerged from the 
data analysis process. In terms of whether disaster resilience is resulting 
in a shift in thinking from a DRM focus, we report on how practitioners 
understand resilience. While it is challenging to identify a shift in 
thinking by analysing perspectives at one point in time, our interview 
questions explored how the field has changed over time, and what they 
consider new or innovative about resilience. In terms of how disaster 
resilience is manifesting in practice, we present practitioners percep-
tions about resilience programming, support for resilience program 
design, and the donor-funding model. We indicate the interview ques-
tions whose responses fed most into each finding (where applicable), the 
number of participants who raised each sub-finding, and some exem-
plary quotes. Interview questions and their corresponding question 
numbers are provided the Appendix, and additional quotes are provided 
in the Supplement. We use consistent language regarding the number of 

Table 1 
Participant classifications.  

Classification description Classification categories # participants 

Origin of the participant Global North (N) 9 
Global South (S) 7 

Location of the participant Field/country office (F) 10 
Headquarters (H) 6 

Role of the participant Coordination (C) 8 
Implementation (I) 8 

Gender of the participant Female 6 
Male 10 

Sectoral experience of the participant 0–5 years 3 
5–10 years 4 
10 þ years 7 
Unknown 2 

Role focus of the participant Disaster focus 6 
Development focus 1 
Dual focus 9 

Letters in parentheses indicate classifications which are shown with quotes re-
ported in the results section. 
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participants who raised each point: ‘most’ means 12 or more partici-
pants raised the point, ‘many’ means 8–11, ‘several’ means 5–7, and 
‘some/few’ means 2–4. 

4.1. Practitioner understandings of resilience 

4.1.1. Practitioners understand resilience in terms of development outcomes 
and an integrated approach 

Questions three and four asked about when and how resilience 
became related to their work, and question five asked what outcomes 
resilience programming would achieve. These questions were asked to 
gauge how interviewees understand resilience. We preferred an indirect 
approach because it discouraged respondents from responding with pro- 
forma definitions. The two prominent themes emerged. Firstly, most 
respondents reported that resilience relates to focusing on development 
outcomes, including addressing vulnerability. Secondly, most re-
spondents also stated that resilience requires an integrated or systems 
approach (see also section 4.2). DFID’s BRACED resilience framework 
[9,81] which is centered on absorptive, adaptive and transformative 
capacities was also indirectly referenced by several respondents. 

NHC13: It would help achieve the development goal that it setup to 
achieve...so you would see the development goal maintained beyond the 
life of the project. 
NFI03: For us resilience is the integrated approach. To build the capacity 
we need to work on many aspects. When I think of resilience the second 
thing I think of is integrated approach. 

However, we infer from several interviewees that their understand-
ing of disaster resilience does not go beyond traditional DRM capacities. 

SFI16: They’re not completely protected but at least enabling them to cope 
and recover to a normal situation. 

4.1.2. Respondents view their colleagues’ understanding as basic and DRM 
focused 

We asked respondents what they believe their colleagues based in 
NGO offices of the recipient country, undertaking direct program de-
livery, understand by resilience (Q6). Several respondents said they 
believed their colleagues’ understanding of resilience was on the whole 
quite basic, and several that it varied a lot. A similar number suggested 
that their colleagues did not make a meaningful distinction between 
disaster resilience and traditional DRM, in particular preparedness and 
coping; with one exception, all these respondents were classified as from 
the global north. 

NFI08: They are DRR people, preparedness and response in particular… 
[they] take it as the capacity to recover from a disaster. 

Different understandings of resilience were seen as a significant 
challenge by many respondents, with a few querying whether differing 
understanding is a problem. 

NHC05: The amount of discussions we’ve had about what resilience is! 
It’s exceedingly frustrating...I find it hard to get everyone to see it my way! 

4.1.3. Resilience seen as vague and difficult to operationalize 
Over the course of the interviews another theme recurred: practi-

tioners perceive resilience to be vague and not practically oriented. 
Many respondents pointed out that because resilience is such an all- 
encompassing term, and understandings vary considerably, that it 
runs the risk of meaning everything and nothing. Additionally, because 
resilience is a broad term which integrates across sectors, several prac-
titioners suggested that it may end up promising too much. 

NHC04: It’s so broad it spans the whole of development – how do you 
claim one thing builds resilience or not? 

Several practitioners suggested that the broad framing and theoret-
ical roots mean resilience is not practically oriented. The vague and 
broad understanding of resilience also led several respondents to suggest 
it is a rebranding of business as usual. 

SFI09: At the end of the day maybe we’re not doing anything different. 

4.1.4. Vulnerability and transformation are seen as central to resilience 
Throughout the interviews, without prompting, respondents touched 

upon vulnerability and transformation - we report these because they 
are frequently discussed in resilience debates by scholars and policy- 
makers. Several respondents raised vulnerability as a central compo-
nent of how they understand resilience, and none as a contested or 
problematic concept in relation to resilience. 

SFC10: How we attack flood resilience is to look at underlying vulnera-
bilities which influence long term development. 

Transformation of the system was raised by several respondents as an 
integral aspect of resilience; however, the capacity to facilitate trans-
formative change was raised by most of those as a key challenge. 

NFC01: Absorb, adapt, transform sequence of programming, which 
means a minimum of seven years – longer term investments. Investment in 
governance - transformation, as well as household capacity to absorb 
shocks. 
SFI06: We don’t necessarily support everything in the community resil-
ience plan, we are only there for three years so we can’t do transformation 
activities. 

4.2. Practitioners perceptions about resilience programming 

Questions seven and eight asked practitioners what they perceive to 
be the key benefits and challenges for programming brought by the rise 
of resilience. Question 13 asked about challenges in resilience program 
design. These were designed to understand how interviewees perceived 
resilience to be manifesting in practice. Responses to these and other 
questions throughout the interview fell into the following recurrent 
themes. 

4.2.1. Resilience puts the program focus on longer term development 
outcomes 

Many respondents reported that they saw the resilience agenda 
shifting the focus of programming from traditional DRM to development 
outcomes. Relatedly, several respondents highlighted linking humani-
tarian response and development initiatives. 

SFI07: Understanding resilience helps visualizing where development and 
DRR focus should be. Resilience helps us and communities visualize the 
positive side of where we want them to be. For example if there is flood 
risk, low production etc., with resilience thinking we can visualize strong 
infrastructure, access, capacity, DRR and development helping each other 
– we can visualize the future scenario of where we want to go. 
NFC01: Linking humanitarian and development...People in the humani-
tarian context are forced to sit down and do a decent analysis in terms of 
what’s happening with livelihood systems, wellbeing indicators and how 
they relate – this is something they would not do. 

Many respondents reported the long-term focus, coupled with an 
integrated approach, as contributing to more sustainable outcomes 
beyond the life of programs. 
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SFI16: It comes with longer term accountability, it’s not something which 
is done and if tomorrow it doesn’t have positive impact, it makes no sense. 

4.2.2. Resilience programming takes an integrated approach 
Most respondents suggested that resilience programming requires an 

‘integrated’, ‘holistic’ or ‘systems’ approach in their thinking and prac-
tice, and that this is a key benefit. Relatedly, many noted that the rise of 
resilience has facilitated at the very least positive discussions between 
previously siloed teams. Many also specifically mentioned linking across 
sectors. We note that a few respondents suggested that an integrated 
approach as not necessarily new, but something which has been 
encouraged by resilience. 

SFI07: The other benefit is really promoting integrated thinking, thinking 
beyond the box, stretching your idea to connect to others, breaking the 
silos. 
SFI06: But with resilience we are dealing with that the community is 
complex and different sectors are connected. We need to analyze how 
different components are interconnected. 

An integrated or systems approach was also raised by many re-
spondents as a challenge. 

NHC11: Also the complexity because it’s hard to decide what to focus on 
in the end if you have a result on all the different areas that could be 
improved. 

4.2.3. Resilience programming needs in-depth analysis 
Most respondents pointed out that designing and implementing a 

resilience-oriented project necessitates an in-depth systems analysis, 
ideally before the program is designed. Respondents saw resilience as 
helpful in highlighting the need for good quality analysis. 

NHC05: How these power dynamics [operate] and how they interface 
with vulnerability – it’s brilliant that we’re focusing on these in a more 
consistent way – resilience is helping that come out more clearly because 
we’re more focused on driving analysis of vulnerability to understand 
inequalities and how we could address them. 

Several respondents identified lack of staff capacity, and many 
identified a lack of time and money, as key impediments to undertaking 
the in-depth analysis required for resilience programming. 

NHC12: And the mentality. One out of 15 local staff are analytical, [the 
rest lack] the ability to analyze and reflect, so we go forward like little 
robots. 
SFI14: I would prefer this being done before applying for the grants. There 
is a call for grants, why don’t we do a baseline? Because of meagre re-
sources it’s not easy to do this. 

4.3. Support needs for resilience program design 

Questions nine, 10, 11, 13, 14 and 15 asked about the program 
design process and guidance materials for informing this process, in 
order to understand how respondents design resilience programs and to 
shed light on how the resilience agenda was manifesting in practice. 
Interestingly, many responses related to the donor-funding model (see 
section 4.4). Here we report what respondents would like to see in terms 
of support for resilience program decision-making. From the outset we 
note that a few respondents expressed skepticism that written guidance 
or manuals could meaningfully support resilience program design. 

4.3.1. Practitioners want practical support for systems analysis 
After having identified that resilience is enhancing staff capacity to 

undertake systems-thinking - understanding disasters and development 
in an in-depth and integrated way - some saw the need for support and/ 

or guidance to reinforce this. Support for undertaking in-depth systems 
analysis to inform program design was the most frequently raised theme, 
with several respondents mentioning this. 

NFC01: What is the role of systems analysis in PRA [participatory rural 
appraisal]?...Can systems analysis help us identify causal loop relation-
ships, which relationships are most important, and can they be measured? 
Linked social-ecological systems are very complex. 

While systems analysis was seen as valuable, several also emphasized 
that practicality and simplicity are paramount. We found a somewhat 
contradictory demand for simple guidance to undertake complexity 
analysis. 

NHC04: There is a dearth of real practical guidance for doing context/ 
system analysis which doesn’t need you to fly in an expert. The teams 
should be able to do it themselves. 
SFI07: Would like to see practice-oriented guidelines. But I would like to 
build them based on practice knowledge sharing, rather than from theory. 

4.3.2. Very little demand for CBA in resilience programming 
We asked the interviewees in coordination roles about their thoughts 

on cost-benefit analysis (CBA) and multi-criteria analysis (MCA) for 
disaster resilience projects. Respondents referred only to CBA, which 
seemed to be more familiar to them. A few country staff independently 
brought up CBA when discussing demand for decision-support tools. 
While several respondents said they saw analysis of return on invest-
ment as important and potentially useful, many were very skeptical. 
Several respondents identified a number of challenges relating to un-
dertaking this type of analysis, including staff capacity, complexity, 
taking the focus off community priorities, and inconsistency of out-
comes. Some respondents also argued that CBA-type approaches, with a 
perceived focus on economic considerations, miss the critical social as-
pects central to NGO work and resilience. 

NHC11: I always am a bit critical of these experts because...you are al-
ways able to see the project from a particular angle… CBA might make 
sense to help you lose a bit of the complexity, but it might make life much 
harder for those people who have to explain it to the community, because 
it might not be what they perceive as the biggest need. 
SFI16: If we use cost-benefit we don’t see the social benefit. We’re not 
doing heavy or detailed cost-benefit, we’re looking at something longer 
term, or bigger social impact. 

4.3.3. Measuring resilience important but not key 
While not queried directly, measuring resilience, or measuring the 

impact of NGO programs on resilience, was raised by several in-
terviewees who suggested that measurement is an important part of 
resilience. These same respondents identified a need for further guid-
ance and support on measuring resilience. Measuring resilience or the 
impact of resilience programs was highlighted as a particular challenge 
by only a few respondents. 

NHC13: Practical approaches to resilience measurement and impact is 
really helpful. 
NFI03: When you have to try to define some indicators and at the end how 
is it possible to measure indicators for a process, something like resilience 
is not so easy to measure. 

4.4. The donor-funding model 

We explicitly addressed the role of donor preferences in program 
design with coordination staff only (Q12), yet the donor-NGO rela-
tionship was raised by all interviewees. 
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4.4.1. Donors play a significant role in the surge in resilience 
A few respondents explicitly stated that they perceived resilience to 

be quite attractive to donors. Some stated that they see it as bringing a 
very positive shift in donor focus which is leading to better donor-funded 
programs. Some others however, suggested that donors are simply 
rebranding or even double-counting. 

NHC04: The benefit is that donors are genuinely trying to be better 
agencies. It is a genuine attempt for them to improve the way they 
distribute funding, and join up thinking on how they fund. 
NFI03: Donors can be promoters of resilience, but they have to change 
something otherwise it’s just filling the paper with nice words because 
nothing changes because we keep on destroying the social connections and 
dynamics. 

4.4.2. The donor-funding model does not enable high quality resilience 
programming 

The way donors understand and approach resilience is particularly 
important because, as many respondents reported, donors have signifi-
cant influence on program design. 

SFI09: We design within the donor requirements, we are bound by them, 
we have to fit in a certain box. We might want to have an integrated 
project which does livelihoods, health, WASH, and child protection, but 
the donor says no we just want livelihoods. 

Overwhelmingly interviewees reported concerns with the way the 
donor-funding model could influence programs: a) many said that do-
nors provide inadequate funding and time to undertake much-needed in- 
depth analysis before programs are designed; b) some said that pre-
scriptive donor funding meant they are required to deliver programs 
that do not meet the greatest resilience need of the community; and c) 
some said that they perceive donors to be inflexible once a program has 
been agreed, and as such they are unable to be responsive to changing 
environments and needs. In relation to flexibility, it should be noted that 
a few respondents from the global north suggested that the concern 
about flexibility in program design and activities may in fact be over- 
exaggerated in the minds of field staff. 

SFC01: You can’t do investment in detailed assessment until you get the 
funding, but when you’ve got the funding the donor has already put in 
their preferences. 
NHC13: We often want to design around long term horizons but we have 
to show short term results; achieving short term results sometimes un-
dermines longer term impacts. 
SFI14: Most of the donors do not understand resilience – when they give 
you money and tell you to spend on x, they want to see x happening, if it 
doesn’t happen they start asking. They don’t understand that resilience 
varies according to context and the changing environment. 

5. Discussion 

The discussion first looks at the extent to which the three hopes and 
three critiques of resilience are reflected in practitioner s’ understanding 
of disaster resilience and perspectives on disaster resilience program-
ming in the international development sector. We then discuss the key 
challenges and opportunities in resilience programming which emerged 
as critical for practitioners. Finally, we explore how these challenges 
speak directly to the usefulness of resilience as a boundary object. 

5.1. Is resilience delivering on its promises? 

5.1.1. To what extent is resilience shifting the focus of programming away 
from traditional DRM and towards more development outcomes including 
vulnerability? 

We find that resilience is indeed changing the focus or objective of 

NGO programming; a shift that practitioners see as overwhelmingly 
positive. At the conceptual level, a focus on development outcomes 
including vulnerability features prominently in practitioners under-
standing of resilience and their perception of its benefits. Practitioners 
perceive that resilience is resulting in a shift in focus of disaster pro-
gramming beyond traditional DRM to facilitating the protection and 
promotion of development goals. Similarly, practitioners see a move 
towards incorporating risk considerations in development-oriented 
programming. While implementing this focus into practice lags behind 
the shift in thinking, we also find many examples of where long-term 
development outcomes are the central objective of disaster resilience 
programming. 

In relation to vulnerability, practitioners regard the resilience 
agenda as enabling a more explicit and in-depth focus on the role 
vulnerability plays in disaster risk and development outcomes. 
Addressing vulnerability - an underlying driver of disaster risk - is cen-
tral to practitioners’ understanding of what resilience building means. 
The promotion of in-depth systems analysis (discussed below) incorpo-
rating vulnerability is seen as especially positive. This is because a focus 
on vulnerability is something which many practitioners have been 
striving to achieve in their work, yet was somewhat neglected in the 
DRM space. The resilience agenda is opening the space for practitioners 
to engage in this best-practice development approach. 

5.1.2. Is resilience linking development and DRM initiatives? 
Practitioners see the growing links between development and DRM 

initiatives - which they have long seen as needed - as a key benefit of the 
surge in resilience. Like Walker and Salt [58] and Sellberg et al. [59]; we 
find that practitioners positively view resilience as promoting both 
lateral and cross-scale conversations. In this case this is experienced as a 
linking between humanitarian and development arms of their organi-
zations, the interconnectedness of which practitioners had not previ-
ously had the opportunity to recognize and discuss. Moreover, a positive 
flow-on benefit of these links is that NGO program outcomes are ulti-
mately more sustainable. This is because development achievements 
were less likely to be destroyed by disasters, and humanitarian initia-
tives were more likely to positively contribute to development. Despite 
the positivity, implementing this linking in practice is a challenge due to 
the added complexity. 

5.1.3. Is resilience engendering an integrated or systems-based approach? 
Like others who have explored practitioner understandings and ex-

periences of resilience [11,12,23,58], we find that resilience is facili-
tating practitioners and their colleagues to shift their thinking towards a 
systems perspective, helping them recognize that their actions in one 
sector have effects throughout the system. This translates practically 
into support for multi-sector approaches, which look at the in-
terconnections between for example WASH (water and sanitation for 
health), livelihoods, and DRM. Under resilience programming, sector 
specialists are required to work together, rather than narrowly focusing 
on their own sector. Resilience has revitalized this best practice principle 
and is resulting in much-needed greater participation. The integrated or 
systems approach was also identified as a practical challenge, in 
particular because implementation requires in-depth analysis (discussed 
below). 

5.2. Are the critiques of resilience being realized in practice? 

5.2.1. Does resilience lack conceptual agreement and clarity? 
We find that practitioners strongly perceive that resilience lacks 

conceptual agreement and clarity, and view this as a challenge. Not only 
are different understandings of resilience perceived to be a problem, we 
find that resilience can be so broad as to be meaningless. On the other 
hand, the all-encompassing nature of resilience is also beneficial because 
it opens the space for cross-disciplinary discussions, allowing people 
from different perspectives to come together under a common goal. This 
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common goal appears to be the principle of working in an integrated 
way with a whole-of-system view. While this may be broad, it appears 
coherent enough to have allowed for progress. 

5.2.2. Is resilience a buzzword for business as usual practice? 
We find some support for this critique: many practitioners told us 

that they did not believe their colleagues were making a meaningful 
distinction between disaster resilience and traditional DRM, in partic-
ular preparedness and coping. Similarly, we also found a not- 
insignificant proportion of interviewees who themselves expressed a 
DRM-centered conceptualization of disaster resilience. This is not 
necessarily surprising, considering that it is often those with disaster risk 
management expertise and experience who are first tasked with devel-
oping and implementing disaster resilience programs. 

In practice, we find that some practitioners perceive resilience to be a 
rebranding of previous programming, with a donor-attractive buzzword 
attached. It is interesting that the respondents who argued that resil-
ience is a rebranding of the status quo in some instances also argued that 
it is bringing meaningful change in other instances. This speaks to the 
fact that resilience is being experienced in many different ways 
throughout the NGO sector. The same respondents see that resilience 
can be both a rebranding and a meaningful change, depending on donor 
framing and other influencing factors. We acknowledge that the findings 
presented here could be seen to be contradicting those outlined in sec-
tion 5.1 above, where we argue that resilience is in fact generating a 
genuine shift in thinking and practice. This is discussed in section 5.4 
below. 

5.2.3. Does resilience reinforce the status quo and existing vulnerabilities? 
If - as some scholars have hypothesized and discussed above - the 

concept and practical application of resilience is leading to a rein-
forcement of the status quo while neglecting vulnerabilities and trans-
formation, then it is unlikely that the people undertaking this resilience- 
oriented work would recognize and raise this issue. What follows should 
be considered in the context of this limitation. As discussed above 
addressing vulnerability appears central to practitioners’ understanding 
of disaster resilience. Practitioners do not perceive programming to be 
neglecting vulnerability considerations or reinforcing existing vulnera-
bilities. A focus on the inclusion and empowerment of vulnerable groups 
appears to be a mainstay of contemporary development practice and 
practitioners do not perceive this to be being shifted by the entry of 
resilience. 

In regards to whether resilience reinforces the status quo and by 
extension avoids facilitating transformative change in the system, we 
find that in terms of practitioner thinking, transformation appears to be 
a significant element of practitioners’ understanding of resilience. This 
can perhaps be at least partially credited to the BRACED initiative; we 
infer this by the fact that respondents repeatedly used the BRACED 
terminology of ‘absorptive, adaptive and transformative capacities.’ 
However, we also find that practitioners perceive the transformative 
aspect of resilience to be the most difficult to operationalize. They cite 
staff capacity and short funding cycles as key impediments to working 
on transformation. 

5.3. Resilience programming: challenges and opportunities 

Throughout the course of the interviews practitioners highlighted a 
number of challenges they face in implementing resilience thinking in 
practice. 

5.3.1. Resilience is not practically oriented 
While practitioners feel they understand resilience adequately, they 

struggle to implement this thinking in practice. We find that the trans-
lation of resilience theory (science) into policy and then practice is yet to 
be satisfactorily achieved. This is a clear blockage in the implementation 
of resilience building initiatives. Resilience materials (literature, 

guidelines etc.) developed by researchers and policy-makers aimed at 
practitioners should prioritize providing examples of resilience pro-
gramming in action, and practical guidance on designing and imple-
menting resilience programming. 

5.3.2. Realizing the hopes of resilience requires in-depth analysis 
We find that in-depth context analysis is required in order to un-

derstand the interconnected system driving disaster risk and develop-
ment outcomes for resilience work, something which is seen as 
overwhelmingly positive by practitioners (see also [11]. While not new 
in the development sector, practitioners perceive that resilience en-
courages this important activity, particularly amongst teams who may 
have been less likely to undertake it in a meaningful way. Practitioners 
are however frustrated by a lack of time and money to undertake 
in-depth resilience analysis, particularly at the design phase when it is 
needed most (see section 5.4). 

Like Gregorowski et al. [55]; we find staff expertise and analytical 
competencies to undertake this in-depth analysis, particularly with the 
new resilience framing, to be a key gap inhibiting the practical uptake of 
resilience thinking. There is a need for straightforward and practical 
guidance on undertaking this type of systems analysis. Scientists and 
researchers can contribute by providing such straightforward and 
practice guidance, and require funding to do so. It is important to note 
that practitioners expressed more demand for support for in-depth 
analysis than for measurement (see below), which supports Quinlan 
et al.’s [49] argument that reductive measurement in place of, instead of 
in addition to, in-depth analysis may render some of the key benefits of 
the surge in resilience impotent. 

5.3.3. Measurement is a challenge, but not the most important one 
Considering the investment in measurement by scholars and policy- 

makers, one could conclude that within this field measurement is one of 
the central approaches to the operationalization of resilience, with 
measurement frameworks, critiques of those frameworks, and meta- 
analyses exploding in the literature over the last few years [12,14,27, 
48,82]. In contrast to the surge in literature on measuring resilience, 
practitioners did not identify measurement as a primary concern in 
relation to their resilience work. They did however suggest that mea-
surement is important, and that they see demand for practically oriented 
support to measure resilience. 

5.3.4. Little demand for CBA in the disaster resilience context 
While scholars and policy-makers have suggested the utility of CBA 

for resilience building (see for example [53,83], we find very little de-
mand from practitioners. CBA is largely seen as complex and difficult to 
effectively implement. We find that practitioners are concerned that 
CBA might shift focus away from community priorities – which have the 
greatest chance of community ownership and sustainability – towards 
expert or externally imposed priorities. Compounding this finding is the 
judgement by many practitioners that the CBA logic is antithetical to 
their objectives surrounding community empowerment and social 
development. 

5.3.5. The current funding/donor model is not wholly conducive to 
resilience programming 

We find that donor funding processes heavily influence how resil-
ience is manifesting in practice. Practitioners acknowledge donor focus 
and investment in resilience to be a step in the right direction. However, 
like Mitchell Mitchell [12]; we find that the hype around resilience has 
not been accompanied by changes to the typical operation of funding 
agreements. In addition to challenges around staff capacity, practi-
tioners argue that donor grants do not provide adequate time or money 
for the in-depth analysis required to effectively implement resilience 
thinking. A typical scenario reported was that funding calls are 
responded to with what little analysis is on hand, and written to match 
donor preferences as closely as possible. When funding is awarded there 
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is immense pressure to start delivering activities immediately. This 
scenario does not provide adequate time to undertake in-depth analysis 
to understand the integrated system, or build this into program design, 
which would facilitate better resilience programming. 

The problem of lack of time or money for in-depth analysis is com-
pounded again by a perceived lack of flexibility on the part of donors in 
terms of what funding can be spent on. In the unusual situation where 
staff capacity, time, and money are available for in-depth analysis, 
without flexibility to redesign programs in response to insights, the 
analysis loses value. This is particularly concerning considering the 
complex and integrated nature of resilience building. It should be noted 
that a number of practitioners agreed that donors were perceived by 
country staff to be inflexible, but that this perception may be too rigid. If 
it is indeed the case that donors are more flexible than country staff give 
them credit for, then this points to the need for donors to be more 
explicit about their expectations, and for this to be thoroughly 
communicated to implementation staff. 

5.4. Resilience as a boundary object 

In light of the above, we find that resilience has the potential to be a 
useful boundary object, bridging science and practice. This goes beyond 
fulfilling the general characteristics set out in the in the literature on 
boundary objects (section 2.2), and shows in the fulfillment of the hopes 
and the defiance of most critiques. It is reflected in practitioner s’ ability 
to appreciate the flexibility of the concept, while at the same time seeing 
its concrete potential and need for application in the field (available but 
flexible definitions). The usefulness of resilience as a boundary object 
specifically manifests in its achievements to date in shifting thinking to 
bridge development and DRM, and to encourage an integrative systems 
approach that is rooted in science and backed by policy makers and 
donors. However, in order to sustainably establish resilience as a 
boundary objective, fundamental systemic changes will still be needed. 
We identify two key ways in which the usefulness of resilience as a 
boundary object could be improved. 

On the conceptual side, resilience as a boundary object could be 
further improved by an acknowledgement from all actors in the science- 
practice interface that understandings of resilience vary, and that there 
is a need for managing the balancing act between agreed and specific 
definitions of resilience, and flexible use of the term. Despite - and 
perhaps because of - conceptual fuzziness and/or conceptual pluralism, 
resilience has been able to bring diverse expertise together to work in an 
integrated way. It may simply be a matter of time needed to gain con-
fidence in the use and operationalization of resilience by all parties 
involved. Indeed, contradictions in respondent’s perceptions may be an 
indicator for exactly this lack of confidence and experience. 

Operationalizing the bridging of DRM and development in interna-
tional development is more challenging because the current modus 
operandi of the development sector is not conducive to longer term, 
analytically driven integrated programming. If resilience is to truly be a 
useful boundary object then there is a need for investment in enabling 
the institutional processes, capacities, and resources required for un-
dertaking DRM and development programming in ways that build 
disaster resilience. This is ultimately a question of the structure and 
processes of NGOs and donors within the development sector, including 
how different aspects of programming are funded. Resilience requires a 
substantial shift in the way in which donors, NGOs, and communities 
work together, and achieving this type of institutional change is not a 
simple task. Relatedly, the tools produced by scientists must meet the 
needs of practitioners more closely; this requires corresponding funding 
for such research. 

For this study we explored disaster resilience as a boundary object in 
international development by assessing its perceived usefulness in 
communicating across the science-policy-practice interface. Further 
research could conceive of approaches testing its usefulness as a 
boundary object by measuring whether the use of this term, as compared 

to another term, generates more efficient (faster) or more effective 
(better outcomes) communication. This would require resource inten-
sive controlled environments that can only be created in experiments. 

6. Conclusion and way forward 

This paper explored how international development practitioners see 
disaster resilience in theory and practice, and whether and to what 
extent they perceive it to be fulfilling the hopes and critiques of scientists 
and policy-makers. This research is an essential but preliminary step in 
understanding how the concept of resilience is playing out in practice. 
Our research explored practitioner perspectives of practice; an impor-
tant research avenue for the future may be a somewhat more impartial 
evaluation of that practice via a robust assessment methodology. 

We found that just as scientists and policy-makers hoped, practi-
tioners perceive a genuine shift to be occurring in thinking and practice 
towards focusing on development outcomes, linking the DRM and 
development fields, and integration across sectors. Unsurprisingly, 
practitioners report that the shift in thinking is comparatively easier to 
achieve than the shift in practice, which requires substantial institu-
tional change. At the same time, the critical concern that resilience is a 
vague buzzword which reinforces the status quo cannot be discredited. 
The likelihood of overcoming this lies in future interaction between 
scientists, policy-makers, donors and practitioners at the resilience 
science-practice interface. From the perspective of these practitioners, 
resilience is more than a buzzword. While challenges remain, resilience 
is still a useful boundary object. 

There is a problematic weighting towards the scholarly and policy 
expert side of the resilience science-practice interface. The experience 
and expert, on-the-ground insights of practitioners must be raised to an 
equal footing if resilience is to be a more useful boundary object and 
achieve its goals. This means researchers and policy-makers listening 
and acting when practitioners indicate that the current discourse on 
resilience is not practically oriented. It means researchers and policy- 
makers actively seeking to work collaboratively with practitioners to 
co-generate much-needed support for practically oriented systems 
analysis and integrated programming. It means researchers and policy- 
makers prioritizing the reality and experience of practitioners before 
developing guidance on program design such as CBA tools or measure-
ment frameworks. 

The role of project and research donors cannot be underestimated. 
By listening to practitioners, donors have the capacity to take resilience 
from a buzzword to a useful boundary object engendering improved 
programming. This will require working with NGOs - both policy and 
field staff - to amend funding processes to better enable resilience 
building. We have identified significant demand for research that gen-
erates straightforward and practical tools for practitioners. Further-
more, there is an urgent need for time and resources to undertake 
systems analysis before activities are agreed. Longer funding cycles are 
also needed to allow practitioners to work on the more complex sub-
stantive issues which underlie resilience, namely transformation. 
Finally, flexibility on the part of donors, in regards to program design 
and changes over the life of the program, can enable practitioners to 
deliver resilience building more effectively. 
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Appendix. Interview protocol 

The questions from our semi-structured interview protocol are set 
out below. Subject to the direct of interviewee responses, these questions 
were asked roughly in order after the interviewer provided the partici-
pant with information about the study, assurance of confidentiality, and 
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obtained their consent for the interview. After these questions we pro-
vided additional space for respondents to raise any further issues. We 
have indicated where questions differed for participants in imple-
mentation versus coordination roles.  

1. First up, could you please tell me a little about your role?  
2. What do you see as the biggest challenges for projects trying to 

reduce disaster risk or working with disaster prone communities?  
3. When and how did the idea of resilience become something 

related to your work with communities? (Or your organization’s 
work?)  

4. How is the idea of resilience being used in your team to help 
address the problems and challenges for disaster prone 
communities?  

5. For implementers: In your personal opinion, what would a really 
resilient community look like? 

For coordinators: In your personal opinion, what would a high 
quality resilience building program achieve?  
6. What do you think your colleagues understand by resilience? (Is 

this a shared understanding or does it vary across the team?)  
7. For implementers: What do you see as the biggest benefits of 

using the idea and word resilience? 
For coordinators: What do you see as the biggest benefits of using the 
idea and word resilience? For implementation teams? For donors? 
For advocacy?  
8. What do you see as the biggest challenges and problems of using 

resilience?  
9. Once you and your team have been tasked to implement a 

resilience-building program or project, how do you decide what 
activities to do?  

10. How do you prioritize activities?  
11. For implementers: Do you use any guidance material when 

deciding upon activities? If so please describe. 
For coordinators: Does [NGO] use any guidance materials for 
designing resilience building programs or projects?  

12. For coordinators only: What role, if any, do donor preferences 
play in program/project/activity design?  

13. Do you see any problems/issues with the current approach to 
program or project decision-making at the design or imple-
mentation stages? If yes, what are they?  

14. What, if any, resilience decision-making or program/project 
design support would you like to see developed?  

15. For coordinators only: What do you think about MCA/CBA for 
disaster resilience projects? 

Appendix A. Supplementary data 

Supplementary data to this article can be found online at https://doi. 
org/10.1016/j.ijdrr.2019.101355. 
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