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Presentation overview
1. Resilience thinking defined (sort of)
2. Helpful insights from resilience thinking

• the adaptive cycle: change and renewal
• key variables
• thresholds and regime shifts
• learning, knowledge and networks

3. Resilience of what, to what and for whom…? 
• specified and general resilience
• the ‘normative’ basis of resilience

4. Take away messages



Competing notions about 
resilience

Strand of resilience from
psychology, mental health of 
individual

Strand of resilience in context of 
ecosystems or social-ecological
systems (system orientation)

Resilience defined…

Model of community resilience (Berkes and Ross 2013)



Resilience defined…

Engineering resilience: 
speed of bounce back after 
disturbance

Social-ecological resilience: 
absorbing change and 
disturbance while 
maintaining system 
structure

(Chapin et al. 2009)



Resilience defined…
Embedded in a social-ecological system perspective

A suite of concepts, ideas and tools to:

• understand change and recognize uncertainty

• foster institutional response (e.g., adaptive (co)management)

• consider resilience, along with adaptation and transformation



Helpful insights…  
The adaptive cycle: change and renewal

Key question: 

How can we use 
periods of turmoil as 

opportunities for 
learning and 

renewal?



Slow and fast variables in 
ecological and social contexts

Emphasis on key variables 
and interactions needed to 
avoid crossing thresholds

Helpful insights… 
Controlling variables

Goulburn-Broken Catchment in Southern Australia 
(Walker et al. 2009) 

A small number of variables operating determine a system’s overall 
behavior (e.g., 3-5)

• fast variables main focus for managers (e.g., crop production, clean 
water, and target species)

• slow variables influence fast variables (e.g. soil organic matter, 
ecological succession, hydrological cycles)



Helpful insights… 
Thresholds as a breaking point
Threshold: a boundary or breaking point between two
alternate system states

• Often sudden and irreversible

• Results in different social-ecological functions and 
structures



Helpful insights…
Learning, knowledge and networks

Importance of learning through 
experimentation and collaboration

Learning catalyzed through knowledge 
co-production

Knowledge brokers and social 
networks needed to combine 
information and knowledge from 
multiple sources and a range of scales

Shift towards adaptive co-management 
and governance to connect social to 
dynamic ecosystems



Specified resilience: 

focusing on a particular
resource and disturbance 

General resilience:

looking at the whole social-
ecological system and all 
disturbances

Resilience of what and to what



Normative dimension of 
resilience…

• Resilience involve values, 
preferences, trade-offs

• Important to situate resilience 
within a social context (role of 
power)

• Resilience as both a ‘good’ 
and a ‘bad’

Resilience for whom



Take away messages
• ‘Resilience’ is widely used in a large number of 

disciplines – can be a powerful integrating concept
that brings different communities of practice together

• Can use resilience thinking as a narrative to help 
agenda setting and planning for conservation

• Helps us become aware of how we use scale and set 
boundaries around problems



Take away messages

• Consider the ‘good’, the ‘bad’ and political dimensions
of resilience

• Measurement of resilience is elusive but not 
impossible 

• Resilience thinking is not a panacea or catch all for 
conservation


