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We are moving from known extremes to 

unknown extremes...we will need to have a 

complete rethink [and] move from not just 

providing better defences...but looking at 

increasing resilience

A senior figure in the UK Environment Agency in direct response to the 

devastation wrought by Storm Frank in late 2015



THE URBAN RESILIENCE TURN 
• ‘We live in a complex world.  Anyone with a stake in 

managing some aspect of that world will benefit from 

a richer understanding of resilience and its 

implications.’ (Walker and Salt, Resilience Thinking: 

2006)

• Resilience-thinking helps us re-imagine beyond risk 
management to address the complexities of large 
integrated systems and the uncertainty of future 
threats

• Joined-up solutions to joined-up issues
– How best to join it all up??
– Difficulties of working across silos
– How does resilience-thinking enable or constrain 

this?
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COLLABORATION IS KEY UNDER 
PERSISTENT UNCERTAINTY

‘the building of resilience will be most 
effective when it involves a mutual and 
accountable network of civic institutions, 
agencies and individual citizens working in 
partnership towards common goals within 
a common strategy’  (Coaffee, et al, 2008)

Aim: Resilience normalised as as 
everyday practice  - not regulated for 
necessarily



Mainstreaming resilience in city decision-making

‘work across the sectors and siloes 
to coordinate, to connect the dots, 
to advocate, to keep the resilience 
issues and resilience perspective in 
all the decisions that the city is 
making’ (Michael Berkowitz, CEO of the Rockefeller Foundation’s 

100RC) 

How does this function in practice? 

How does it help transform local 

governance?



FROM RHETORIC TO IMPLEMENTATION
• ‘the word ‘resilience’ was everywhere – even on 

the sides of buses touting New Jersey as ‘A State 
of Resilience’. But evidence of actual planning for 
resilience was scant. (De Souza and Parker, 2014)

• A range of governance barriers

• Lack of a clear practical definition of 
resilience;

• Many current assessment tools and methods 
(compatible?).

• Difficulty in evaluating impact;

• Resistant to changing organisational culture

• An inability to work across silos



KEY GOVERNANCE ISSUES AT PLAY

• Governing the city increasingly requires a shift away from 
technical, bureaucratic and incremental ways of working

• New governing assemblages require co-productive decision-
making with different networks of stakeholders and more 
holistic conceptualizations of problems/solutions

• Good governance occurs at multiple levels and through 
approaches that are adaptable, flexible and learning-based. 

• How best to embed the ‘adaptive capacity’ that allows for 
new forms of innovative practice to be integrated in 
governing complex and interdependent systems?



CONCEPTUAL FRAMING: INSTITUTIONALISM

• A broad ‘wave’ of theorisation and analysis in the social sciences focused on 
the significance of the institutional context of economic, political and social life. 

• Governance seen in its wider meaning to refer to the modes and practices that 
mobilise and organise collective action

• The restless  search for good governance since the 1940s

• Governance trapped into formalised ways of working 

• Concerned with: 

– How ‘institutional inheritance’ shapes future possibilities 

– How new ‘institutional capacities’ get built. 

– Authoritative power, the power to shape and control, 

– Generative power, the power to learn new practices and create new 
capacities.



TRANSFORMATION IN GOVERNANCE 
DISCOURSES, PRACTICES AND CULTURES

• From:

– narrow, elite relations

– bureaucratic practices

– risk averse

– policy silos

– sectoral organisation

– disengagement between state and civil 
society

• To:

– multiple and diverse relations

– developmental and agile practices

– Innovative and adaptable

– system integration

– area/place focus

– engagement between state/civil 
society



ANALYTICAL FOCUS
• How ‘mainstream’ governance discourses and practices evolve from one mode of 

practice to another.  What exactly is being transformed? Who are the actors involved? 
How and why do they act like they do? 

• The framework centres on an analytical conception of power and levels of social 
formation: 

– specific episodes of collective action and ongoing initiatives (visible and transparent); 

– the on-going work of governance practices and discourse formation and use 
(mobilisation of bias); 

– and underpinning culturally embedded assumptions and habits (deeper structures). 

• Transformations need to penetrate all three levels to effect changes in governance culture

Focus at the level of governance processes, and the ‘mobilization of bias’

How the ‘mainstream’ responds to both the various initiatives and the deeper pressures. 
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DIMENSIONS CURRENT

APPROACHES

ACHIEVEMENTS TO

DATE

FUTURE

APPROACHES

NETWORKS AND COALITIONS

Identify stakeholders currently engaged in the

delivery of policy area

Identify evidence of community involvement and

end-user engagement in policy area

Identify evidence of collaboration and

partnership

DISCOURSES

Identify policy documents relating to policy areas

How are issues relating to the policy area framed

and prioritised?

Is this work siloed within particular policy

grouping?

Identify local issues relating to policy area

PRACTICES

How are policies and practices evaluated?

Identify issues that affect the ability to deliver

the policy area in an integrated fashion

Identify processes that are currently advancing a

space for innovation



EXAMPLES: WHO DOES WHAT, 
AND WHEN?
• Learning from maladaptive practices:

• When we talk about maladaption within the context 
of resilience we are highlighting:

– sub-optimal decision making that leads to an 
increase in vulnerability (e.g. planners don’t talk 
to emergency planners so we build in stupid 
places)

– Risk not properly considered in development 
planning  (short term goals prioritised)

– Confusion rather than fusion

– A decrease in adaptive capacity 

– A lack of willingness to adapt or change 
traditional ways of working. 



W H AT  S H O U L D  H A P P E N ?



W H AT  R E A L LY H A P P E N S ?



EXAMPLE: BIRMINGHAM CONTEXT

• Constant restructuring and 40% budget cuts.

• Significant governance challenges  - a city council at odds with 

itself; a disconnected, dysfunctional and paternalistic authority with 

serious & fragmented governance issues (Kerslake Review 2014) 

• How governance changes might facilitate system integration and 

create innovative spaces where new practices might emerge and 

be mainstreamed…

• The multiple social, economic and environmental benfits of Green 

Infrastructure 



A COMPLEX JIGSAW
• A 9 piece jigsaw approach was used to establish the 

scope and connectivity between 9 independent fields 

of work, all with a role to play in green planning.



EXAMPLE: URBAN GREENING 
• Part 1 : Trialing green screens funded by the 

Southside Business Improvement District 

(BID)

• “The idea is simple: to transform an existing 

piece of grey infrastructure – unattractive 

highway pedestrian guard railing along the 

central reservation – into a piece of 

environmentally beneficial green 

infrastructure which would help trap air 

pollutants.”

• The visual improvement is also very obvious, 

and fits well with ongoing regeneration



PART 2: PARKLET PROBLEMS
• Further greening to build on Green Screens trials

• Pop up parklets proposed 

• Digital screens to provide local info and collect feedback

• Pedestrian movement sensors to see how space is used

• Initial planning permission obtained but the Highways 

Agency (HA) won’t allow it permanently due to health 

and safety concerns

• ‘Innovation was too innovative’ – risk averseness

• Doing things differently rubs up against traditional 

bureaucracy and standardized procedural processes

• Impacted by micro-politics and cultural embeddedness



GREEN INFRASTRUCTURE AND URBAN 
GOVERNANCE TRANSFORMATION
• Some ‘innovative’ new arenas 

generating pressures on ‘mainstream’ 

practices.

• Often ‘captured’ by existing processes 

and do not progress

• Austerity cuts making transforming 

hard

– Constant fire fighting

• Constrained by traditions of 

‘clientelistic’ politics and siloed

practices - Institutional inertia

• Difficulty ceding power and control



TOWARDS ADAPTIVE URBAN GOVERNANCE
• ‘Adaptive governance’ highlights the need to engage in co-

productive efforts and collaborative decision-making with different 

networks of formal and informal institutions 

• Adaptability (potentially) allows for innovative practice to be 

integrated into the governance of linked urban systems in order to:

– Work across silos and scales

– Embed adaptability and flexibility

– Reshape organisational habits

– Allow innovative ideas to be mainstreamed

What does it take for innovations to be translated into ‘mainstream’ practices, in ways 
which transform the mainstream rather than just incorporate new ideas and practices 
that neutralise threats to established practices and the various power relations 
embedded in them? 



THE CHANGING NATURE OF EXPERTISE

• We are dealing with complex risk, destabilised risk management and 

moving towards resilience as the new zeitgeist

• Expertise has become more diffuse, pluralistic and integrative

• Many viewpoints, methodologies, cultures and ‘ways of doing’ resilience 

are being mashed together

– Technical + Social, Quantitative + Qualitative, Metrics + Process

• But lots of obduracy: combinational expertise will take time, training, 

patience and a willingness to embrace change and difference



A RESILIENCE LOVE CHILD?


