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Abstract

The lack of consensus and consistency in measuring resilience undermines the
development aid community’s ability to objectively monitor and verify the effects of
programs that are intentionally designed to build resilience. In this paper we compare
conceptual and analytical models of resilience used by various development
organizations, critically evaluating their strengths and weaknesses from a program
implementation and measurement point of view. We provide the reader with a clear
synthesis of the literature and a classification system for these resilience models.
Finally, we bridge the “measurement gap” by mapping each resilience model to its
set of indicators from a list of indicators and metrics we have directly distilled from
the literature and classified using SMART filters.
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Introduction
Increasingly, the international development community has embraced the concept of
resilience as a proxy for sustainable, long-term growth. Resilience to adverse shocks
is crucial for individuals and communities to stay on the path of long-term
sustainability. Such resilience prevents them from falling into recurring cycles of
poverty that erode progress made toward development and well-being.
This understanding of resilience is articulated in Target 1.5 of the United Nations’
2015 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs): “Build the resilience of the poor and
those in vulnerable situations, and reduce their exposure and vulnerability to climaterelated extreme events and other economic, social and environmental shocks and
disasters by 2030.”
Although the concept of resilience is better understood among development
practitioners than in the past, there is still a lack of consensus regarding its definition
as well as consistency in its measurement. The absence of a common language and
standardized metrics for measurement undermines the ability of the development aid
community to objectively monitor and evaluate resilience-building programs.
In this paper, we aim to fill these gaps through a careful review of the definitions and
models of resilience used by various development practitioners. In doing so, we seek
to harmonize a highly dispersed field of study and provide the reader with a clear
synthesis of literature and a classification system for resilience models, providing a
critical evaluation of the strengths and weaknesses of those models both as concepts
and by how they measure resilience. The latter is particularly important because,
despite progress made in conceptual understanding of resilience, not all existing
models translate to easily measurable indicators and metrics. We have therefore
developed a list of indicators that are critical to measure resilience. These indicators
are pragmatic, actionable, and have been drawn from an exhaustive review of
scientific literature and best practices among leading institutions.
The rest of the paper is divided into five sections. The first section offers an overview
of competing resilience definitions commonly found in the scientific and development
literature. We also synthesize the features of these definitions into a unique definition
of resilience that meets generally agreed-upon scientific attributes. The second
section offers a detailed analysis of the concepts of resilience, vulnerability, and
sustainability. In the third section, we describe the principal resilience models in use
today, dividing them into descriptive, causal, and analytical resilience models while
evaluating their strengths and benefits from a measurement point of view. The fourth
section builds upon our understanding of the resilience models to advance a
measurement system that clearly specifies indicators and metrics for each of the
resilience dimensions. The fifth section presents our conclusion.
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Section 1: Definitions of Resilience
The definition of resilience has evolved across disciplines and over time. Some of the
literature suggests that the concept of resilience was first developed within
mathematics and physics (Bodin and Wiman, 2006), whereas others attribute it to
research conducted by psychologists in the 1940s (Waller, 2001; Manyena, 2006).
Increasingly, “resilience” has been used in the social sciences to identify how human
societies, communities, and organizations react to shocks like economic, social, or
environmental disturbances where the system, represented by either human society
or other organizational structures, develops a set of dynamic capabilities to maintain
core functions while coping with shocks (Borda Rodriguez and Vicari, 2015).
These systems are inherently more complex and dynamic when compared with
resilience in other fields of study. They include not only interactions between people,
society, and the environment, but also complex reciprocal feedback systems between
human behavior and surrounding ecosystems (Levin et al., 1998), the framework to
which we refer to when resilience is applied to development economics. In this
regard, Barrett and Constas (2013) define development resilience as “the capacity
over time of a person, household, or other aggregate unit to avoid poverty in the face
of various stressors and the wake of myriad shocks. If and only if that capacity is and
remains high over time, then the unit is resilient.”
Given the conceptual complexity of “resilience” in the social sciences, it is not
surprising to find several variations of its definition in use by the development
community, specifically international development agencies, Non-Governmental
Organizations (NGOs) and academia; Table 1 reports the principal definitions in use.
While in some contexts resilience is interpreted as “resistance,” implying a system’s
capacity to retain its original state when faced with disturbances, the development
aid community primarily emphasizes the ability of individuals and communities to
recover from losses after shocks and to transform over time to achieve long-term
resilience and sustainability.
In this paper, we adopt the following definition of resilience:
Resilience is the capacity of people, communities, or systems to prepare for and to
react to stressors and shocks in ways that limit vulnerability and promote
sustainability.
This definition ecapsulates core attributes common to the definitions used by key
development agencies. It also reflects the attributes generally agreed upon in the
scholarly literature by leading theoreticians such as the Resilience Measurement—
Technical Working Group (RM-TWG) 3, namely:

3
The Resilience Measurement Technical Working Group is composed of leading experts in resilience measurement.
For further details, please refer to their website: http://www.fsincop.net/topics/resilience-measurement/technicalworking-group/en/.
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Multiple scales: Resilience is observed at different levels, ranging from individuals
to households, communities, and nations;
Multiple capacities: Resilience is a combination of different capacities—the capacity
to recover after a shock, the capacity to adapt to a changing environment, and the
capacity to transform;
Disturbance specificity: Resilience is a reaction to a specific shock and stressor,
where shocks can be idiosyncratic (experienced only by a given individual, household,
or community) or covariate (affecting a large group of individuals, households, or
communities);
Temporal Sensitivity: Outcomes at different scales are likely to occur at different
rates and account for long-term developmental results and growth; and
Vulnerability and Sustainability: Resilience is not an end in itself but a means to
limit vulnerability and promote long-term sustainability. We discuss this in more
detail in the following section.

Table 1: Definitions of Resilience
Institution
United
Nations
Development
Programme (UNDP)

Definition of resilience
A transformative process of strengthening the capacity of women and men,
communities, institutions, and countries to anticipate, prevent, recover, adapt, and/or
transform from shocks, stressors, and change (UNDP, 2013).

European Union (EU)

Resilience is the ability of an individual, a household, a community, a country or a region
to withstand, to adapt, and to quickly recover from stressors and shocks (EU, 2016).
Ability of people, households, communities, countries, and systems to mitigate, adapt
to, and recover from shocks and stressors in a manner that reduces chronic vulnerability
and facilitates inclusive growth (USAID, 2013a).

United States Agency
for
International
Development (USAID)
Department
for
International
Development (DFID)
Food
Agriculture
Organization (FAO)

Resilience Measurement
Technical
Working
Group (RM TWG)
Lutheran World Relief
(LWR)
Barrett and Costas

Mercy Corps

Resilience is the ability of countries, communities, and households to manage change,
by maintaining or transforming living standards in the face of shocks or stressors— such
as earthquakes, drought or violent conflict—without compromising their long-term
prospects (DFID, 2011).
The ability to prevent disasters and crises as well as to anticipate, absorb, accommodate
or recover from them in a timely, efficient and sustainable manner. This includes
protecting, restoring and improving food and agricultural systems under threats that
impact food and nutrition security, agriculture, and food safety/public health (FAO,
2013).
The capacity that ensures stressors and shocks do not have long-lasting adverse
development consequences (FSIN, 2014a).
The capacity of a system (e.g., a community) to absorb the impacts of shocks and
stressors, to adapt to change and to potentially transform, in a manner that enables
the achievement of development results (e.g., sustainable livelihoods, well-being,
poverty alleviation) (LWR, 2016).
Development resilience is the capacity over time of a person, household, or other
aggregate unit to avoid poverty in the face of various stressors and in the wake of
myriad shocks. If and only if that capacity is and remains high, then the unit is resilient
(Barrett and Constas, 2013).
The capacity of communities in complex socio-ecological systems to learn, cope, adapt,
and transform in the face of shocks and stressors (Petryniak et al., 2015).
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Oxfam

The ability of women and men to realize their rights and improve their well-being despite
shocks, stressors, and uncertainty (Oxfam, 2015).

Rockefeller Foundation

Resilience is the capacity of individuals, communities, and systems to survive, adapt,
and grow in the face of stress and shocks, and even transform when conditions require
it. (Rockefeller Foundation, 2017).
Resilience is the capacity of the affected community to self-organize, learn from, and
vigorously recover from adverse situations stronger than it was before (Tulane
University, 2012).
Resilience is the ability of households, communities, and nations to absorb and recover
from shocks, whilst positively adapting and transforming their structures and means for
living in the face of long-term stressors, change, and uncertainty (OECD, 2014).

Tulane University
OECD

Section 2: Resilience,
Sustainability

Vulnerability,

and

Vulnerability and sustainability are closely related to resilience, except that resilience
is not an end in itself, but a means to limit vulnerability and promote sustainability.

Resilience and Vulnerability
The Inter-Governmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC, 2001) defines vulnerability
as ‘‘the degree to which a system is susceptible to, or unable to cope with, adverse
effects of climate change, including climate variability and extremes. Vulnerability is
a function of the character, magnitude, and rate of climate variation to which a
system is exposed, its sensitivity, and its adaptive capacity.’’
According to IPCC, “exposure” can be explained as the “extent to which something is
subject to a stressor,” particularly “the nature and degree to which ecosystems are
exposed to environmental change.” Meanwhile, “sensitivity” marks the extent to
which something will change if exposed to a stressor (i.e., “the degree to which a
human-environment system is affected, either adversely or beneficially, by
environmental change”). In this framework, adaptive capacity is defined as “the
combination of the strengths, attributes, and resources available to an individual,
community, society, or organization that can be used to prepare for and undertake
actions to reduce adverse impacts, moderate harm, or exploit beneficial
opportunities” (IPCC, 2012).
The approach followed by IPCC is known as an Integrated Assessment Approach, and
combines both socioeconomic and biophysical approaches to vulnerability. The
biophysical approach assesses the damage that a given environmental stressor
causes to both social and biological systems, emphasizing the vulnerability or
degradation of biophysical conditions (Tesso et al., 2012). The socioeconomicvulnerability approach focuses on the socioeconomic and political status of individuals
or social groups. According to Tesso et. al (2012), variations in vulnerability levels
among individuals in one community often vary depending on education, gender,
wealth, health status, access to credit, access to information and technology, formal
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and informal (social) capital, political power, and so on. According to Füssel and Klein
(2006), the biophysical approach (the risk-hazard framework) corresponds most
closely to “sensitivity” in IPCC terminology, while the adaptive capacity of the IPCC
definition is broadly consistent with the socioeconomic approach.
While definitions for vulnerability and resilience are clear, there is no reasonable
consensus on the relationships between the two. These relationships have been
written about extensively (Adger, 2006), and the issue of how best to represent the
relationship remains a topic of debate (Alinovi et al., 2010, 2008; FAO, 2016). For
some researchers, resilience is an integral part of adaptive capacity (Cutter et al.,
2008; Adger, 2006; Birkmann, 2006a; Folke, 2006), while for others, adaptive
capacity is a principal component of vulnerability (Burton et al., 2002; O’Brien et al.,
2004; Smit et al., 1999). A third perspective sees resilience and vulnerability as either
simply nested concepts (Cutter et al., 2008) or nested concepts within an overall
vulnerability structure (Gallopin, 2006; Turner et al., 2003).
In our view, resilience and vulnerability are nested and complementary. In the
absence of adequate resilience capacities, a system is likelier to take the “path of
vulnerability” versus a “path of security.” In Béné et al. (2014), the authors contend
that resilience goes beyond vulnerability in two important ways. First, an analysis of
resilience identifies underlying capacities (absorptive, adaptive, and transformative)
and the actor’s response to shocks and stressors. This is largely absent in the general
analysis of vulnerability. Second, resilience theory recognizes that individuals make
informed decisions that shift them from being “passive” recipients to “active” agents
in the face of shocks.
This relationship is represented in literature in three ways. Some approaches
advocate assessing vulnerability independently from resilience and making
vulnerability a function of exposure, sensitivity, and adaptive capacity (International
Found for Agricultural Development (IFAD), 2015; Department For International
Development (DFID), 2011); others consider vulnerability as the likelihood that at
some time in the future, the welfare of an individual, or group of individuals, will fall
below some norm or benchmark (Hoddinott and Quisumbing, 2010). In this regard,
Hoddinott and Quisumbing specify three key approaches to assessing vulnerability:
vulnerability as expected poverty; vulnerability as low expected utility that minimizes
future well-being; and vulnerability as uninsured exposure to risk (Hoddinott and
Quisumbing, 2010). All of these approaches econometrically estimate some form of
measuring welfare and calculate the probability of falling below a certain threshold,
usually the poverty line or some proxy for food security (Hoddinott and Quisumbing,
2010). Finally, some approaches consider vulnerability as a function of people’s
exposure to risks and their resilience to these risks (FAO, 2004); this approach
assesses the role of an estimated resilience index in measuring vulnerability (Alinovi
et al., 2009).
With several different definitions and techniques to measure resilience and
vulnerability having been proposed, the development community still needs to find a
common understanding of how best to represent the relationship between resilience
and vulnerability.
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Resilience and Sustainability
The theoretical literature linking resilience and sustainability is sparse, and some
authors recommend keeping the two theoretical constructs separate (Redman,
2014); their rationale is that while resilience theory focuses on adaptive capacity
without assuming anything about outcomes, sustainability theory incorporates
normative values and outcomes into a scientific framework. Those who adopt a less
theoretical perspective argue that resilient communities should also be sustainable
communities and vice versa (Saunders, 2015).
While there may be theoretical justifications to keep resilience theory and
sustainability theory separate, from a practitioner’s point of view we believe they are
inextricably linked. The causal relationships run both ways: unsustainable practices
amplify the negative impacts caused by environmental and other types of disasters
(Cutter et. al, 2008), and systems that lack resilience will slip into undesirable,
unsustainable development pathways. Resilience programming should, therefore,
incorporate normative sustainable thinking based on outcomes, and implementations
should focus on long-term program and policy impacts.
From a measurement perspective, resilience and sustainability share a vast number
of metrics that are assessed at various points in time. An example introduced in the
next section demonstrates how the capacities approach of resilience theory can be
integrated with the multi-dimensional framework of sustainability.

Capital and Capacity: Static and Dynamic Dimensions of Resilience
Designing a measurement system for resilience requires incorporating indicators that
capture both its static and dynamic dimensions. Agencies working on resilience often
focus on only one side of this equation (whether they state this explicitly or not):
static or dynamic, depending on their vision, organizational core capacity, and theory
of change. This reflects the highly dispersed nature of the literature and dialogue
surrounding the concept of resilience. In this section, we describe the components of
resilience and the terminology frequently used to introduce these core elements.
The terminology commonly used to describe the static dimension of resilience is
“capital” and the dynamic dimension is referred to as “capacities.” The static
dimension, capital, is explained as snapshots of assets (e.g., human, social, financial,
physical, and natural) over which stakeholders have control and that can be
measured at any given point in time. Typically, resilience models consider capital
before a shock (i.e., the starting condition or endowment possessed by stakeholders
in a system), and capital after the shock. In several models, starting conditions
influence significantly the probability of vulnerability to future shocks and the
magnitude of the consequences.
The Sustainable Livelihood Framework (SLF) proposed by the Department for
International Development (DFID, 2000) provides an example of a framework that
focuses on capital. Capital here refers to a “range of assets” that are essential for
people to achieve desirable livelihood outcomes, and the SLF proposed by DFID
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identifies five types of assets or capital upon which livelihoods are built: human (set
of skills, knowledge, ability to work, and good health); socio-political (quantity and
quality of social resources as networks and access to wider institutions in society);
natural (factors that affect households’ livelihoods through climate change variables,
such as land degradation and erosion, and through human activity, such as
conservation); physical (infrastructure, services, and productive assets that enable
people to maintain safety and enhance their relative level of well-being); and financial
(cash and other liquid resources, such as savings, credit, remittances, and pensions).
Although the SLF is crucial to analyzing sustainability, an accurate resilience analysis
requires encompassing all the measurement indicators associated with capital and
integrating them with dynamic capacity indicators. The dynamic capacity indicators
denote the strategies employed by households to cope with stressors and shocks,
including their ability to expand and contract capital in response to shocks, stressors,
or changes; and to rely on skills and linkages to adapt in positive ways. It follows
that in the resilience framework, capital and capacities are integrated to describe a
chronological sequence of events related to the occurrence of an external shock to a
system.
Béné et al. (2012) provide a commonly accepted way to look at capacities that is
found in most discussions on resilience, identifying absorptive, adaptive, and
transformative capacities. Absorptive capacity represents the ability to reduce both
risk of exposure to shocks and stressors (preparedness) and to absorb the impacts
of shocks in the short term (mitigation); while adaptive and transformative capacities
constitute longer-term responses to social, economic, and environmental changes
(e.g., livelihood diversification, asset accumulation, and improved social and human
capital). Transformational responses are represented by major changes in the
system’s structure and function when the adaptive capacities of the household,
community, or ecosystem are overwhelmed by the magnitude of the shocks.
The interaction between the three capacities guarantees the stability, flexibility, and
change of a given system. For example, according to Norris et al. (2008), the ideal
outcome of absorptive capacity after a crisis is resistance to a shock. When the
absorptive capacity is exceeded, individuals will then exercise their adaptive capacity
(Cutter et al., 2008), and if the adaptation is not enough to overcome the shock, the
system will develop transformational changes, guaranteeing stability of the system.

Section 3: The Evolution
Frameworks:
Descriptive,
Analytical Models

of Resilience
Causal,
and
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As with the resilience definitions, there are several conceptual resilience models that
vary predominantly by their focus area and purpose, many developed either by NGOs
or development agencies. In this section, we offer a classification of these models
from an analytical point of view: i.e., their ability to translate the core idea of
resilience into measurable empirical outcomes and to guide programs and theories
of change.
Broadly, we classify resilience into descriptive, causal, and analytical models inspired
by the Common Analytical Approach developed by the Food Security Information
Network (FSIN) in their technical series for resilience measurement (FSIN, 2014a;
FSIN 2014b, FSIN 2016), based on three central criteria in developing measurement
tools for program interventions. These criteria represent the ability of the resilience
model to capture: (i) the temporal dimension; (ii) causal relations between
dimensions; and (iii) aggregation and analytical needs. The first criterion refers to
the model’s ability to capture resilience changes over time, while the second
considers the model’s capacity to define relations between the different resilience
components as shocks, capacities, and well-being. The third criterion responds to
aggregation needs of the different resilience indicators (e.g., resilience index) and
specific econometric needs due to the presence of variables that measure both
resilience and well-being (e.g., food security). In this regard, the measurement needs
have been compared by Cisse’ and Barret (2016) to Sen’s poverty aggregation needs:
poverty “identification” (i.e., identifying who is poor) and “aggregation” (i.e., defining
how characteristics of the poor can be combined into an aggregate indicator).
Admittedly, evaluating these models using these criteria creates a bias in favor of a
quantitative-econometric-evaluation approach, but we believe that the overall
approach helps to analyze pros and cons associated with each model, and guarantees
their applicability to measurement.

Descriptive models
Descriptive models of resilience attempt to identify the key determinants of a resilient
system without necessarily considering a clear sequence of chronological events and
causal relationships 4, and are thus lacking in all three resilience facets described
above (temporal dimension, causal relations between dimensions, and aggregation
and analytical needs). These models primarily offer a classification system that
describes in detail a system’s components as they relate to resilience.
A good example is the Oxfam resilience model (Oxfam Great Britain (GB), 2013) in
which resilience is broken down into five dimensions that contribute to building a
resilience index: Livelihood viability (livelihood strategies to face shocks, stressors,
and uncertainty); Innovation potential (ability to take appropriate risks and positively
adjust to change); Contingency resources and support access (access to backup
resources and appropriate assistance in times of crisis); Integrity of the natural and
4 Frankenberger and Constas (2014) refer to these models as characteristic approaches.
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built environment (health of local ecosystems, soundness of natural resource
management practices, and robustness of essential physical infrastructure); Social
and institutional capability (access to formal and informal institutions to reduce risk,
support positive adaptation, and ensure equitable access to essential services in
times of shock/stress).
Although this model accounts for the aggregation needs, it considers resilience as a
mix of capitals, ignoring the capacity dimension, and it does not identify which of the
five dimensions are actually relevant when a shock occurs (Frankenberger and
Nelson, 2013). In other words, the model only focuses on the description of the
resilience components and their aggregation in a resilience index, but it does not
include any shock-related variable or its relationship with resilience, and it tends to
ignore any temporal dimension and causal relation between the different
components.5 The absence of the temporal dimension and insights into causal links
and relationships limits the broader applicability of this framework—and similar
ones—for use in programs, impact evaluations, and certain types of econometric
analyses where the purpose of measurement is to establish causality.

Causal and Analytical Models
Most resilience frameworks belong to the category of causal models, where a
significant feature is a focus on a sequence of events that illustrates causal links
between shocks, resilience capacities, and outcomes, lending itself well to developing
interventions and designing theories of change. In this category, the principal models
are those developed by the Department For International Development (DFID, 2011)
and the Technical Assistance to NGO (TANGO, 2012).
A drawback of causal models is that they do not include analytical procedures that
help transform graphical representations to measurement and estimation systems.
Analytical models go one step further by offering a pathway to measurement through
aggregation models, and solving specific econometric issues such as endogeneity and
correlation problems. As noted in FSIN (2014b), “The end result of an analytical
model for measurement is a causal model that leads to a set of indicators supported
by technical criteria.” Analytical models provide more specific guidance on how to
estimate and use actual indicators related to a given construct (FSIN, 2014b). (The
main reference models are summarized in Table 2, along with a list of development
practitioners adopting them.)
Table 2: Main Reference Models in Resilience Analysis

5 Another issue specific to the OXFAM model is the use of arbitrary cutoffs and weight limits that restrict the
broader applicability of its measurement technique.
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Models

Organization

Descriptive

OXFAM (2013)
OECD (2014)

Causal

DFID (2011)
TANGO (2012)
OECD (2014)
IFAD (2015)

Analytical

FAO (Alinovi et al. 2008, 2010; FAO 2013, 2016)
RM-TWG (FSIN, 2014a, 2014b, 2016)
UNDP (2013)
USAID (2013a, 2015)
CIAT (2015)
University of Florence (2013)
Tulane University (2012)
Mercy Corps (2015)

Causal Models
In this section, we describe the DFID (2011) and TANGO (2012) resilience models,
which are similar due to their focus both on Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) and
resilience.
DFID’s resilience approach mainly considers five key resilience pillars: Context
(subjects and governance); Disturbance (shocks and stressors); Capacity to deal with
disturbance; Sensitivity (degree to which a system will be affected by, or respond to,
a given shock or stress); and Reaction to disturbance (recovery ability).
In practice, DFID’s resilience model integrates the “assets pentagon” of the
Sustainable Livelihoods Framework (social, human, physical, financial, and natural,
(DFID, 2011)) with disturbance and resilience capacities. One limitation is that it
focuses on resilience rather than household well-being, the final outcome of interest.
DFID (2011)’s model is mainly followed by IFAD (2015)’s proposal of a simplified
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version where the resilience of rural households is determined by access to the five
capitals: natural, productive, financial, human, and social. Lack of these capitals
undermines a household’s resilience against climate related shocks. 6
TANGO (2012)’s framework differs from DFID (2011) in making one additional step
in the analysis of resilience, switching the outcome of interest from resilience to a
household’s well-being. Instead, resilience is an intermediate outcome required for
achieving a more fundamental “longer-term developmental ambition” (Béné et al.,
2014; Brown, 2013; UNDP, 2013), typically a measure of well-being as food security,
health and nutrition status, and poverty (Constas et al., 2014).
With both approaches, a shared limitation is that they do not provide specifics on the
main measurement requirements; namely, how to analyze causal links and measure
outcomes, a gap that TANGO recently filled (TANGO 2016a, 2016b) by adopting a
more analytical approach focused on the aggregation of the three capacities into a
resilience index and evaluation of the effect of resilience-enhancing programs.
Another causal model, presented by the Organization for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD, 2014), applies a risk management approach to resilience
measurement that builds on traditional risk management tools, using both a capital
and a capacity view and following the causal model framework. OECD identifies core
program actions associated with each resilience capacity, offering a normative
suggestion for resilience programs to consider in various contexts. Their toolkit
describes the process for establishing a resilience system analysis, the main focus of
which is to create a participatory workshop approach to building resilience programs.
These participatory exercises serve to identify risks and core resilience components
relevant to a particular context, further identifying key leverage points and
stakeholders for implementation. Once core resilience components have been
identified, an assessment of how risks affect each component individually, and the
system as a whole, should be conducted. OECD’s resilience indicators focus on
capitals and capacities but do not provide specific guidance on how to choose relevant
indicators when shocks occur.

Analytical Models
The causal models previously discussed meet some of the criteria required for a good
measurement system. At a conceptual level, they focus on temporal dimensions and
offer a clear vision of cause-and-effect relationships; however, they do not go beyond
a conceptual level to address both practical measurement requirements like
aggregation needs (e.g., resilience index), and specific econometric issues like
6

IFAD integrates climate-resilient questions to the Multidimensional Poverty Assessment Tool (MPAT), which
measures 11 livelihood components and 31 subcomponents to describe the poverty context of a rural household
more comprehensively. In the first MPAT, drafted in 2009, there were ten livelihood components; the eleventh has
been recently added by IFAD for the specific purpose of measuring resilience to climate change.
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correlation and endogeneity problems caused by the fact that some resilience
elements are both input variables and outcomes of interest (e.g., food security).
Alinovi et al. (2008; 2010) pioneered analytical resilience models with the
development of the Resilience Index Measurement and Analysis Model (RIMA I) for
the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO, 2013, 2014), recently updated to RIMA
II (FAO, 2016). In their original framework, Alinovi et al. identified five principal
dimensions of resilience integrating capital and capacity approaches. In particular,
the resilience dimensions are separated into two categories: (i) physical dimension
(income and food access, access to basic services, assets, and social safety nets),
and (ii) capacity dimension (adaptive capacity and sensitivity). 7
Their model mainly emphasizes the capitals and adaptive capacity, while ignoring
transformative and absorptive capacities. The temporal dimension and the causal
links are well defined; in practice, at a given moment, a household’s resilience
depends primarily on the options available to that household to make a living (access
to assets, income-generating activities, public services, and social safety nets).
Assuming that a shock (endogenous or exogenous) occurs, the household reacts by
using an available response (adaptive capacities) to reach a new level of well-being
in the next time period.
This model differs from the causal ones since it also satisfies resilience aggregation
needs by introducing a resilience index. In practice, RIMA I adopts two-stage factor
analysis (FA) to estimate each of the five resilience dimensions; resilience is then
estimated through factor analysis of these dimensions. In this approach, the
resilience latent variable is jointly estimated by its causes and indicators through a
Multiple Indicator, Multiple Cause Model (MIMIC) model. This new technique
overcomes RIMA-I’s main limitations associated with endogeneity problems.
Many agencies have followed and readapted FAO’s model developed by Alinovi et al.
(2008, 2010). The United Nation Development Program (UNDP, 2013) integrates
FAO’s model identifying a system’s possible pathways in reaction to a disturbance:
from bouncing back better, bouncing back to the status quo, to bouncing back worse.
The United States Agency for International Development (USAID, 2013a, 2015) uses
FAO’s model to identify a number of indicators under each resilience domain and reclassify them using a capacity approach. Apart from the quantitative focus on
indicators, USAID highlights two other dimensions in making its resilience framework
operational: supplementing quantitative data with qualitative information; and data
collection methods.
In its latter approach, the agency highlights the use of existing data collection efforts
like Feed the Future’s population-based surveys, rather than relying on new survey
7

In 2013, FAO added two previously ignored dimensions that account for the key role played by local and central
authorities in reinforcing households’ ability to cope with shocks (institutional environment) and factors affecting
households’ livelihood through climate change variables (natural environment).
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data. The University of Florence (Ciani and Romano, 2013) expands FAO’s five
resilience dimensions to eleven resilience latent variables estimated through factor
analysis: income and food access; access to basic services; agricultural assets; nonagricultural assets; household production technological level; public transfers;
private transfers; adaptive capacity; physical connectivity; economic connectivity;
and household demographics. The set of variables is richer than those presented in
the FAO model and including additional characteristics enables assessment of which
households are able to effectively adapt and absorb shocks. The International Center
for Tropical Agriculture (CIAT, 2015) uses a resilience index approach inspired by
FAO’s model in the From Rust to Resilience Project (R2R), in collaboration with
Catholic Relief Services (CRS). Tulane University (2012), in collaboration with the
State University of Haiti (UEH), employed a multi-dimensional approach for analyzing
resilience and the effects of humanitarian assistance on resilience outcomes in the
aftermath of the 2010 earthquake. Their resilience model is similar to the one of
Alinovi et al. 2008 and is based on seven components for which composite scores are
calculated: community networks; human capital; coping behavior; debt and credit;
wealth; psychosocial factors; protection and security.
Recently, the Resilience Measurement Technical Working Group (FSIN, 2014a,
2014b; 2016) collected all global best practices emerging from the different resilience
models in a global resilience conceptual and measurement framework, taking into
account all the elements considered in the descriptive, causal, and analytical models
and offering guidance for constructing variables and exploring relationships among
them. Recognizing the multidimensionality and the input nature of resilience, RMTWG in particular suggests aggregating resilience in an index and using Structural
Equation Modelling (SEM) or Factor Analysis (FA) with a preference for SEM to
overcome endogeneity problems. Mercy Corps (2015) has adapted the measurement
framework developed by the RM-TWG in its Strategic Resilience Assessment
(STRESS) process.

Section 4: Resilience Measurement
Although the importance of building resilience is widely understood, there are no
pragmatic guidelines about how to optimally measure resilience and how best to
measure the success of resilience programs. An important step would now be to
create a widely recognized, pragmatic, and easily accessible resilience measurement
system enabling development agencies and NGOs to enhance their resilience
programming.
The first step toward this end is to create a unique set of resilience indicators, through
a review of current global best practices and the growing literature on the topic. In
this section we propose a set of resilience indicators carefully distilled from the
resilience frameworks analyzed in the section above.
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Resilience Indicators
We created a set of 76 resilience indicators that have been benchmarked to indicators
used by leading organizations mentioned in the previous sections and appearing in
some vulnerability studies such as the Livelihood Vulnerability Index (LVI), the Word
Risk Index (WRI), the Environmental Performance Index (EPI) and the University of
Notre Dame Global Adaptation Index (ND-GAIN).
This indicator library contains both qualitative and quantitative indicators and can be
disaggregated into a core set of 27 resilience indicators that have been identified
applying SMART filters, where SMART is an acronym for five filters ensuring that
indicators meet the standards of specificity (so that people in different countries
and contexts are comparing the same thing when they measure); measurability
(data are required to support the indicator); actionability (a specific action should
be undertaken thanks to the indicator); realism (the indicator isn’t overly theoretical
or naive); and trackability (indicators should measure changes over time). The
indicators are flexible and can be re-adapted depending on local and/or national
circumstances and a given intervention’s priorities and resources.
The approach used to classify the indicators balances a multi-dimensional view based
on dynamic resilience capacities (adaptive, absorptive, and transformative) with
static social, environmental, and economic (SEE) dimensions in order to capture the
complexity of factors relevant to measuring agricultural resilience. SEE elements are
in turn disaggregated into commonly accepted capitals (human, physical, sociopolitical, financial, natural) of a resilience measurement system in line with the
Sustainable Livelihood Framework devised by the Department for International
Development (DFID, 2000).
Table 3 contains a detailed description of each indicator with an explicit reference to
the benchmarking literature. The Table reports the core set of 27 indicators distilled
from the comprehensive library of 76 indicators. 8

The full library can be provided by the authors on request but is also available at the following
website: https://thecosa.org/working-with-us/measuring-resilience/
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Conclusion
The adoption of resilience as a concept in the social sciences and particularly within
the international development community has presented several challenges
regarding use of appropriate definitions, models, and measurement frameworks.
Originating in the physical sciences, ideas of resilience are not easily adaptable to
human socio-ecological settings. The social sciences present a high degree of
complexity because of free decision-making agents and complex feedback loops
between agents and their environment.
Yet the idea of resilience, particularly as a programming tool in response to disaster
and climate-change phenomena, has become increasingly prevalent in international
development. Given the widespread use of the terminology in various fields and by
various technical and non-technical actors, it is important to present a synthesized
view of resilience and create a common language to advance core terms. It is
particularly important to translate high-level concepts of resilience into actionable
measurement metrics in order to implement, monitor, and evaluate resilience
programs: the broad goals of this paper in which we have integrated diverse themes
found in resilience literature under a unified measurement lens.
By presenting a synopsis of the definitions and models of resilience used by leading
development agencies, this paper will be a useful resource for readers interested in
exploring applications of resilience in the field of international development. At a
conceptual level, we have harmonized several concepts in resilience that do not reach
consensus in the literature, presenting a definition that integrates already dominant
themes in international development, namely vulnerability and sustainability. Using
a unified measurement lens, we present an approach that captures static
endowments like capitals, as well as more complex dynamic elements like resilience
capacities. At a measurement level, we define a list of indicators distilled from each
resilience model. These indicators are pragmatic, actionable, and have been drawn
from an exhaustive review of scientific literature and best practices among leading
institutions. These indicators, when adapted to well-defined theories of change, can
be used by development practitioners as a reference point to enhance resilience
understanding and its measurement.

17

Bibliography
ADGER W.N., 2006, “Vulnerability,” Global Environmental Change, 16, 268–81.
ALINOVI L., MANE E., ROMANO D., 2008, “Measuring Household Resilience to Food
Insecurity: Application to Palestinian Households,” Agricultural Survey Methods.
Chichester, UK: John Wiley & Sons.
ALINOVI L., MANE E., ROMANO, D., 2009, “Measuring Household Resilience to Food
Insecurity: Application to Palestinian Households,” Working Paper, EC-FAO Food
Security Program. Rome: FAO.
ALINOVI L., D’ERRICO M., MANE E., ROMANO D., 2010, “Livelihoods Strategies and
Household Resilience to Food Insecurity: An Empirical Analysis to Kenya,” European
Report
on
Development.
Available
at:
erd.eui.eu/publications/erd-2010publications/background-papers/livehoods-strategies-and-household-resilience-tofood-insecurity
BARRETT M. A., CONSTAS C. B., 2013, “Toward a Theory of Resilience for
International Development Applications.” Worcester, MA.
BEBBINGTON A., HICKEY S., MITLIN D. C., 2008, “Can NGOs Make a Difference? The
Challenge of Development Alternatives.” London and New York: Zed Books Ltd.
BÉNÉ C., NEWSHAM A., DAVIES M., GODFREY-WOOD R., 2014, “Resilience, Poverty
and Development,” Journal of International Development, 26, 598–623.
BÉNÉ C., WOOD R.G., NEWSHAM A., DAVIES M., 2012, “Resilience: New Utopia or
New Tyranny? Reflection About the Potentials and Limits of the Concept of Resilience
in Relation to Vulnerability Reduction Programs,” IDS Working Paper, Volume 2012,
Number 405, CSP Working Paper, Number 006. Institute of Development Studies
(IDS)
and
Centre
for
Social
Protection
(CSP).
http://www.ids.ac.uk/publication/design-monitoring-and-evaluation-of-resilienceinterventions-conceptual-and-empirical-considerations
BIRKMANN J., 2006, “Measuring Vulnerability to Natural Hazards: Towards Disaster
Resilient Societies.” Tokyo: United Nations University Press.
BODIN P., WIMAN B., 2006, “Resilience and Other Stability Concepts in Ecology:
Notes on Their Origin, Validity, and Usefulness,” ESS Bulletin, 2, 33–43.
BORDA RODRIGUEZ A., VICARI S., 2015, “Coffee Cooperatives in Malawi: Building
Resilience through Innovation,” Annals of Public and Cooperative Economics, 86, 31738.

18

BROWN K., 2013, “Resilience, Development and Global Change,” London: Routledge.
BURTON I., SALEEMU H., LIM B., PILIFOSOVA O., SCHIPPER E. L., 2002, “From
Impacts Assessment to Adaptation Priorities: The Shaping of Adaptation Policy,”
Climate Policy, 2, 145–59.
CIANI F., ROMANO D., 2013. “Testing for Household Resilience to Food Insecurity:
Evidence from Nicaragua”. Department of Economics and Management. University of
Florence. Job market paper available at:
http://ageconsearch.umn.edu/bitstream/172958/2/Testing%20for
%20household%20resilience%20to%20Food_Federico%20Ciani%20and%20donato
%20roma no.pdf
CIAT, 2015, “Evaluación de Impactó del Próyectó R2R (De Róya a Resiliencia) –
Nicaragua.”
CISSé, J.D., CHRISTOFER B. BARRETT. 2016. “Estimating Development Resilience:
A Conditional Moments-Based Approach.” African Development Bank Group Working
Paper No 236.
CONSTAS M., FRANKENBERGER T. AND HODDINOTT J., 2014, “Resilience
Measurement Principles: Toward an Agenda for Measurement Design,” Food Security
Information Network (FSIN) Technical Series No. 1, Rome: World Food Program.
CUTTER S.L., BARNES L., BERRY M., BURTON C., EVANS E., TATE E., WEBB J., 2008,
“A Place-Based Model for Understanding Community Resilience to Natural Disasters,”
Global Environmental Change, 18, 598-606.
DFID, 2000, “Sustainable Livelihoods Guidance Sheets. Department for International
Development”. http://www.livelihoods.org/info/info_guidancesheets.html
DFID, 2011, “Defining Disaster Resilience: A DFID Approach Paper,” Retrieved from
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/18
6874/defining-disaster-resilience-approach-paper.pdf
EPI (2016) Hsu, A. et al. Environmental Performance Index. New Haven, CT: Yale
University. Available: www.epi.yale.edu
EUROPEAN COMMISSION, 2016, Building Resilience: The EU’s Approach.
http://ec.europa.eu/echo/files/aid/countries/factsheets/thematic/resilience_en.pdf
FAO, 2004, “Understanding Vulnerability to Food Insecurity Lessons from Vulnerable
Livelihood Profiling,” by C.R. Løvendal, M. Knowles, and N. Horii. ESA Working Paper
No. 04-18. Rome: Agricultural and Development Economics Division.
FAO, 2013, “Resilience Index Measurement and Analysis (RIMA).” Available at
www.fao.org/3/a-i4102e.pdf

19

FAO, 2014, “Household Resilience in Dolow, Somalia. Baseline Analysis for Impact
Evaluation of FAO-UNICEF-WFP Resilience Strategy.”
FAO, 2016, “Rima-II. Resilience Index Measurement and Analysis.”
FOLKE C., 2006, “Resilience: The Emergence of a Perspective for Social-Ecological
Systems Analyses,” Global Environmental Change, 16(3), 253–67.
FRANKENBERGER T., NELSON S., 2013, “Summary of Expert Consultation on
Resilience Measurement Related to Food Security.” Rome. Retrieved from
https://agrilinks.org/library/summary-expert-consultation-resilience-measurementfood-security
FRANKENBERGER T., NELSON S., 2014, “Current Approaches to Resilience
Programming
among
Nongovernmental
Organizations.”
http://www.ifpri.org/publication/current-approaches-resilience-programmingamong-nongovernmental-organizations
FSIN,
2014a,
“Resilience
Measurement
Principles,”
Retrieved
from
http://www.fao.org/fileadmin/user_upload/drought/docs/FSIN%20Resilience%20M
easurement%20201401.pdf
FSIN, 2014b, “A Common Analytical Model for Resilience Measurement,” Retrieved
from
http://www.fsincop.net/fileadmin/user_upload/fsin/docs/resources/FSIN_Paper2_W
EB_1dic%20(WEB).pdf
FSIN, 2016, “Quantitative Analyses for Resilience Measurement,” Retrieved from
http://www.fsincop.net/fileadmin/user_upload/fsin/docs/resources/FSIN_Technical
Series_7.PDF
FUSSEL H.M., KLEIN R.J.T., 2006, “Climate Change Vulnerability Assessments: An
Evolution of Conceptual Thinking,” Climate Change, 75(3), 301–29.
GALLOPIN G.C., 2006, “Linkages between Vulnerability, Resilience, and Adaptive
Capacity,” Global Environmental Change, 16, 293–303.
HODDINOTT J., QUISUMBING A., 2010, “Methods for Microeconometric Risk and
Vulnerability Assessment,” in S.P. Fuentes-Nieva. R. (Ed.), Risk, Vulnerability and
Human Development: On the Brink. London: Palgrave Macmillan – United Nations
Development Programme (UNDP).
IFAD, 2015, ”How to Do: Measuring Climate Change,” Retrieved from
https://www.ifad.org/documents/10180/338cf851-0ff2-4589-8a0f-da616cf43751
IPCC, 2001, “Climate Change 2001: Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability,”
Contribution of Working Group II to the Third Assessment Report of the

20

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change Published for the Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change. Cambridge University Press.
IPCC, 2012, “Summary for Policymakers,” In “Managing the Risks of Extreme Events
and Disasters to Advance Climate Change Adaptation,” A Special Report of Working
Groups I and II of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. Cambridge
University Press.
LEVIN S.A., BARRET S., ANYAR S., BAUMOL W., 1998, “Resilience in Natural and
Socioeconomic Systems,” Environment and Development Economics, 3 (2), 222-35.
LVI (2009) The Livelihood Vulnerability Index: A pragmatic approach to assessing
risks from climate variability and change. A case study in Mozambique. Global
Environmental Change. Vol. 19. Pages 74-88.
LWR, 2016, “Part 2: Applying Resilience in Development Practice,” Retrieved from
https://lwr.org/wp-content/uploads/Applying-Resilience-in-DevelopmentPractice.pdf
MANYENA S.B., 2006, “The Concept of Resilience Revisited,” Disasters, 30(4), 43350.
MIKAMI K., 2015, “On the Emergence of Non-profit Firms as Alternatives to the
Government,” Annals of Cooperative and Public Economics Vol. 87, 203-215.
ND-GAIN (2015) University of Notre Dame Global Adaptation Index Country Index
Technical Report.
NORRIS F. S., PFEFFERBAUM S., WYCHE B., PFEFFERBAUM R., 2008, “Community
Resilience as Metaphor, Theory, Set of Capacities, and Strategy for Disaster
Readiness,” American Journal of Community Psychology, 41(1-2), 127-50.
OECD, 2014, “Guidelines for Resilience Systems Analysis: How to Analyze Risk and
Build
a
Roadmap
to
Resilience,”
Retrieved
from
https://www.oecd.org/dac/Resilience%20Systems%20Analysis%20FINAL.pdf
O’BRIEN K., LEICHENKO R., KELKAR U., VENEMA H., AANDAHL G., TOMPKINS H.,
JAVED A., BHADWAL S., BARG S., NYGAARD L., WEST J ., 2004, “Mapping
Vulnerability to Multiple Stressors: Climate Change and Globalization in India,” Global
Environmental Change, 14(4), 303-13.
OXFAM, 2013, “A Multidimensional Approach for Measuring Resilience,” OXFAM GB
Working Paper.
OXFAM, 2015, “Measuring Resilience. Lessons Learned from Measuring Resilience in
Oxfam’s Large-N Effectiveness Reviews,” OXFAM Discussion Paper.

21

PELLING M., 2011, Adaptation to Climate Change: From Resilience to Transformation,
London: Routledge. Retrieved from
http://talos.unicauca.edu.co/gea/sites/default/files/Adaptation to Climate Change
From Resilience to Transformation.pdf.
PETRYNIAK O., KURTZ J., FRISCHKNECHT S., 2015, “What Next for Nepal? Evidence
of What Matters for Building Resilience after the Gorkha Earthquake.” Retrieved from
https://www.mercycorps.org/research-resources/what-next-for-nepal
PLATTEU J.P., GASPART F., 2003, “The Risk of Resource Misappropriation in
Community-Driven Development,” World Development, 31, 10, 1687–1703.
REDMAN C.L., 2014, “Should Sustainability and Resilience Be Combined or Remain
Distinct Pursuits?” Ecology and Society, 19(2), 37.
https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/ourROCKEFELLER
FOUNDATION,
work/topics/resilience/). Date last accessed: 14 February 2017
SAUNDERS W.S.A., BECKER J.S., 2015, “A Discussion of Resilience and
Sustainability: Land Use Planning Recovery from the Canterbury Earthquake
Sequence, New Zealand.” International Journal of Disaster Risk Reduction, 14(1), 7381.
SMIT B., BURTON I., KLEIN R. J. T., STREET, R., 1999, “The Science of Adaptation:
A Framework for Assessment,” Mitigation and Adaptation Strategies for Global
Change, 4, 199-213.
TANGO, 2012, “Enhancing Resilience to food security shocks in Africa.”
TANGO, 2016a, “Report 6: Shocks, Resilience Capacities and Response Trajectories
Over Time (2016)”
TANGO, 2016b, “Report 3: The Effect of Livelihood Diversity on Recovery and Shock
Impact in Ethiopia, Kenya and Uganda (2016)”
TESSO G., BEZABIH, E., MENGISTU K., 2012, “Analysis of Vulnerability and Resilience
to Climate Change Induced Shocks in North Shewa”, Ethiopia Agricultural science,
3(6), 871-88.
TILMAN D., DOWNING J.A., 1994, “Biodiversity and Stability in Grasslands,” Nature,
367, 363-65.
TULANE UNIVERSITY, 2012, “Haiti Humanitarian Assistance Evaluation from a
Resilience Perspective.” Retrieved from http://www2.tulane.edu/drla/upload/UEHTulane-DRLA-Haiti-Humanitarian-Aid-Evaluation-ENGLISH-May-2012.pdf
TURNER II B.L., KASPERSON B.L., ROGER E., MATSON P., MCCARTHY J., CORELL R.
W., CHRISTENSEN L., ECKLEY N., KASPERSON J.X., LUERS A.,

22

MARTELLO M.L., POLSKY C., PULSIPHER A., SCHILLER A., 2003, “Framework for
Vulnerability Analysis in Sustainability Science.”
Proceedings of the National
Academy of Sciences of the United States of America, 100, 8074–79. Retrieved from
http://www.pnas.org/content/100/14/8074.full doi:10.1073
UN, 2015, “Transforming our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development.” Retrieved from
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld/publication
UNDP, 2013, “Community Based Resilience Assessment (Cobra) Conceptual
Framework
and
Methodology.”
Retrieved
from
http://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/librarypage/environmentenergy/sustainable_land_management/CoBRA/cobra-conceptual-framework.html
USAID, 2013a, “The Resilience Agenda: Measuring Resilience in USAID.” Retrieved
from
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1866/Technical%20Note_Mea
suring%20Resilience%20in%20USAID_June%202013.pdf
USAID, 2013b, “Community Resilience: Conceptual Framework and Measurement.
Feed
the
Future
Learning
Agenda.”
Retrieved
from
https://agrilinks.org/sites/default/files/resource/files/FTF%20Learning_Agenda_Co
mmunity_Resilience_Oct%202013.pdf
USAID, 2015, “Ethiopia Pastoralist Areas Resilience Improvement and Market
Expansion
(Prime).
Project
Impact
Evaluation.”
Retrieved
from
https://agrilinks.org/sites/default/files/resource/files/EthiopiaPRIMEVol1final.pdf
VAILLANCOURT Y., 2009, “Social Economy in the Co-Construction of Public Policy,”
Annals of Cooperative and Public Economics, 80, 275-313.
WALLER M., 2001, “Resilience in Ecosystemic Context: Evolution of the Concept,”
American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 71, 290-97.
WRI (2016) World Risk Index in World Risk Report Bündnis Entwicklung Hilft (Alliance
Development Works), and United Nations University – Institute for Environment and
Human Security (UNU-EHS).

23

