
Resilience is a buzz word, used often in policy documents, 
journalism and everyday language to refer to individuals who 
are seen to be strong in the face of difficulties, self-managing 
their health, or adapt easily to changes in their wellbeing.  It is 
a term that is sometimes criticised for promoting a ‘cop out’: 
that if individuals, fewer public resources for health, wellbeing 
and community stability need to be deployed. At times, this 
simplistic use of the term is helpful when it helps to undo 
stereotypes that depict some minority groups, for example, as 
comprised only of victims, vulnerable or without capabilities, 
instead demonstrating strength and personal or social 
capacity.   

However, it broadly distracts for more helpful uses of the term 
that allow us to understand not only the complex mechanisms 
and circumstances that allow some people to cope with harm, 
precarity or adverse circumstances, but to develop tools that 
can extend that to more people (even while fighting to reduce 
the possibility of some highly adverse circumstances arises).   

In psychology, the term resilience became popular from the 
12980s as a metaphor for the capability of individuals to 
recover from personal exposure to chronic and acute stress.  
More critical, nuanced uses of the term emerge with an 
‘ecological’ approach to resilience, which helps to see it as 
beyond an individual attribute to understand it through more-
complex relationships with the environment, surrounding 
community, family or institutions that help to determine the 
opportunities for personal growth.  Other possibilities for 
understanding resilience include social and cultural 
approaches that open questions on how we can better use the 
concept without assuming depicting a “resilient person” 
through normative accounts only.   

This fact sheet presents a brief overview of some of the key 
approaches to defining and understanding resilience, with 
particular reference to some nascent thinking on the ways in 
which it can be furthered as a cultural concept—an alternative 
but not necessarily rival approach.   
 
 
 

Origins of the resilience concept  

 Developed by Crawford Holling in the 1970s, the concept 
of resilience was used to describe the capacity of a 
system to “absorb change and disturbance and still 
maintain the same relationships between populations or 
state variables” (Holling 1973: 14).   

 In terms of ecology and the physical sciences, the notion 
of resilience operates within an assumption that future 
events will not be known but will be unexpected, thereby 
requiring a capacity to accommodate those events 
whatever form they take (Holling 1973: 21).   

Broadly, resilience begins as a concept in physics and 
ecology that can be transposed into other fields such as 
geography, psychology, sociology and population health 
to describe and understand a system, object, group, 
network or subject as in persistent changer, self-
organisation, re-organisation and renewal rather than 
stability.  Terms such as ‘learning’ (from circumstances) 
and, later, ‘adaptation’ (adapting to the instability of 
change or unexpected circumstances) become major 
components of the discourse and practice of resilience 
(Pricope nd).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Approaches from Psychology 

 In a developmental psychology framework or in its use in 
occupational psychology, resilience is often defined as the 
“ability to maintain personal and professional wellbeing in 
the face of on-going work stress and adversity” (McCann 
et al. 2013: 60-61).  

 In some contexts, resilience is defined as the 
psychological capability of an individual either to build or 
to access support (Dziengel 2012: 76).   

 Much of the criticism of some (pedestrian) uses of 
resilience in the psychological approach to resilience is 
that it individualises the definition, practice and 
framework, leaving resilience understood as simply an 
attribute—either learned or innate—of an individual who 
can cope with stresses (Leipold & Greve 2009: 40).  

 In some frameworks, this approach to resilience actively 
pathologises those who are determined to ‘lack’ it as an 
attribute. 

 At times, this approach understands resilience to emerge 
from an individual’s personal system of beliefs leading to 
a private ability to cope or deal with stressful situations 
(e.g. Singh et al. 2011: 21). 

 In other uses in psychology, resilience is presented in a 
dynamic relationship with risk.  Risk factors, such as 
acute hardship, stress, poverty, trauma, discrimination are 
usually identified if they are normatively associated with 
poor behavioural or health outcomes, and resilience is 
defined by those who “defy the odds” and instead show 
“positive outcomes” in the same circumstances (Wexler et 
al. 2009: 566).  In that sense, resilience is understood as 
a personal “protective factor” against those risks 
(McNamara 2012: 351, Seery 2011: 390) .  

 Unfortunately, most of these approaches tend not to view 
resilience in either social terms or as a complex construct, 
but instead as a latent ‘interpersonal’ coping capacity, 
even if dependent on wider resources or structures for 
support, demanding that subjects exercise personal 
agency by accessing opportunities to “increase their 
psychological functioning” (Unger 2012b: 13).  

 It has also been criticised for the tendency to focus much 
less on the processes of “social production that create 
conditions of risk and growth” and more on “the 
individual’s temperament that makes him or her amenable 
to change” (Under 2012b: 14).   

 

The Social Ecology Approach 

 An ecological approach to resilience, developed by 
Michael Unger building on the work of Rutter (1987) and 
others, understands resilience in the context of the 
interaction between individuals and their environments, 
including particularly the ways in which such interactions 

 

Fact sheet:  
Resilience 

 



present or make available opportunities for personal 
growth (Unger 2012b: 14).  

 Whether such interactions promote well-being depends 
wholly on (1) the meaningfulness of these opportunities, 
and (2) the quality of the resources provided. 

 An ecological approach understands resilience to result 
from “a cluster of ecological factors that predict positive 
human development (more than individual traits), and that 
the effect of an individual’s capacity to cope and the 
resources he or she has is influenced by the nature of the 
challenges the individual faces” (Unger 2012b: 14).   

 In this multidimensional approach, two levels are always 
at play that potentiate positive development under stress, 
more than merely a reliance on personal agency:  

o individual traits (e.g., attachment to a caregiver, a lack 
of genetic predisposition for antisocial behaviours, 
self-regulation, etc.) 

o structural factors (neighborhood stability, access to 
employment, avoidance of discrimination (Unger 
2012b: 15).  

 Resilience in Unger’s approach differs substantially from 
developmental assets (characteristics shared by a 
position regardless of level of risk exposure—they are 
protective when a subject is exposed to adversity).   

 Resilience and meaning are dynamic: our identity as 
resilience or vulnerable depends at least partly on the 
processes of co-construction and negotiation of the 
meanings of resilient and vulnerable (Unger 2012b: 23).   

 Resilience must therefore be understood as ecologically 
complex, multi-dimensional processes that occur at the 
intersection of the individual and populational groups 
formed in contexts of sociality; community.   

 

Beyond Social Ecology—Resilience as performative, 
corporeal 

 Critiques of the social-ecological approach might include 
those that come from cultural and critical theory.  
Primarily, some of the problems of the approach include 
(a) they apply a normative orientation in regard to 
normalcy, deviance and health, excluding the fact that 
patterns of deviance can sometimes be regarded as 
health adaptations  that permit subjects to survive in 
unhealthy environments; (b) a tendency for the approach 
to privilege a temporally linear arrangement of risk and 
resilience; (c) a tendency to privilege hegemonic time as 
normative in the context of everyday coping and, more 
broadly, the time of the biological/social human lifecycle, 
including childhood, transition, ageing, appropriate ages 
of sexual initiation, normative educational milestones; (d) 
a tendency to assume the individual and the ecology, 
community or environment as pre-existing interaction with 
each other, rather than accounting for the ways in which 
the two relationally constitute and condition each other.   

 Expansions that build on an ecological approach to 
resilience would include (a) understanding the subject to 
be produced and performed through acts that are 
recognised as resilience; (b) moving beyond normative 
approaches to media and discursive resources as 
‘information’ presented in a linear fashion and towards 
instead understanding subjects to be co-creative and 
participatory in the engagement with informational 
resources (Byron 2015); (c) moving beyond the notion of 
resilience occurring through yes/no and on/off 

engagements between individuals, families and 
communities towards instead a networked approach to 
understanding resilience whereby differing rates of 
proximity to hubs and nodes as flows of relation, 
information, communality, identification, engagement and 
support intersect in complex ways that change but re-form 
depending on the needs of the subject in the context of 
that subject’s social environment.   
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