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Resilience is an old term that has found new relevance among people concerned with how urban 
areas, financial systems and natural environments respond to change. 

The notion of resilience has been in use since at least the early 17th century, and has emerged as a 
key concept in ecology, psychology, engineering, financial systems and social work since the 1970s. 
Some have traced the emergence of resilience to the blurring of systems ecology – the study of 
interactions and interdependency between ecologies and elements within them – and neoliberal 
economics.  

Generally, resilience is defined as the capacity for materials, ecosystems or individuals to persist in 
the face of stress. Resilience has been taken up as a form of risk management in financial, urban 
and environmental security, where it reflects a general consensus about the need to adapt to a near 
permanent state of uncertainty and crisis. World Vision, for instance, takes a comprehensive risk 
management approach to define resilience as ‘the ability of a community to adapt to living with 
uncertainty’. However, resilience can also be a reductive form of describing cities and communities 
under stress – one that places the responsibility for dealing with stress solely on those who 
experience it, rather than the systems that cause it. 

This is why, particularly in Western Sydney, resilience must encompass 
justice. For people living in Western Sydney, climate change and heatwave 
events, obesity, loss of biodiversity, rapid urbanisation and population 
growth, housing affordability, automation of the labour force, and massive 
infrastructural change add to the uncertainties of living in an already complex 
region. 

In the case of climate change alone, the impact of more heatwaves and longer periods of drought 
will lead to uncertainty for more people, and will likely have the greatest impact on the most 
vulnerable. Without deliberate actions to improve the capacity of systems and people to face 
change, we will end up making those who are the most in need the least resilient.

This green paper outlines Western’s current research activities in the field of resilience to 
demonstrate the diversity of approaches to resilience and the ways in which our researchers are 
empowering communities to manage change.

BACKGROUND
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Researchers at Western Sydney University are interested in how resilience can provide a way of 
creating better economies, politics, cities and forms of caring for people and place. For instance, 
Institute for Culture and Society researchers recently debated how resilience is understood and 
used in disciplines from economics to health and in public policy questions like infrastructure, and 
traced the development of resilience from being a suite of measurable properties to a politically 
potent metaphor and, increasingly, a political objective in many policies and programs. For the 
panel, the big questions were around the use and effects of resilience in public policy. 

Within the broader university, researchers are approaching resilience with a mix of healthy 
scepticism and pragmatism. Louise Crabtree’s research into housing explores the systems of 
governance we use to create resilient communities by posing alternative ownership models like 
community land trusts as a solution to social housing supply. For Louise, resilience produced 
through cooperative management of shared resources – or ‘commoning’ – can enable better 
community outcomes.  Paul James’s research looks at how resilience is increasingly mobilised as a 
comfortable deferral of state and corporate responsibility for supporting recovery from difficulty 
and disaster. Instead of positive resilience, James argues, we increasingly defer to the capacity of 
those suffering to find it in themselves to recover. 

World class research across the university also includes work on resilience and online communities 
in the Young and Well project; Forest Drought resilience in the Cumberland Plain Woodlands; the 
large international ARC Discovery Project Strengthening Economic Resilience in Monsoon Asia; and 
research on resilience and men’s mental health. 
 
James Arvanitakis’ work is concerned with how communities mobilise and respond to a crisis while 
others collapse. What might be the cultural elements that allow this to happen? 

For Arvanitakis, the real advance in resilience research has been the move 
beyond infrastructure and systems. The ‘social’ and ‘cultural’ should be at the 
core of resilience building.

Communities that embody cultures of resilience display certain characteristics, including: the 
ability to establish and take advantage of formal and informal governance structures; a clear 
understanding of where responsibility lies in the response to change; a combination of expert and 
local knowledge working together; and appropriate information and communication technology 
suitable to the terrain and economy.

RESEARCH



5 www.westernsydney.edu.au/catalystwest

Kerry London’s research explores how emerging construction technologies like prefabrication, 
advanced off site manufacturing and Building Information Modelling disrupt the way in which 
we plan, design and build our cities. Her work analyses insiders’ perspectives on how large-
scale innovations transforming the industry have been achieved. London has researched the 
creation, adoption and diffusion of innovations since the late 1990s, and argues that Australia has 
struggled to cope with housing supply and affordability for nearly three decades since the Federal 
governments ‘Time to Change’ policy series. Her solution is a Collaborative Practice Model that 
integrates urban development chain actors and key community stakeholders through novel digital 
technologies to uncover assumptions, challenge perceptions and change realities. The Collaborative 
Practice Model is a new way of understanding development governance for practitioners 
that addresses urban resilience. For London, it is important that the materiality, ‘physics’ and 
technological processes of the built environment and the production of cities is linked with social 
processes.  

Ultimately, Western’s research in resilience is about connecting systems with the people they serve. 
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CATALYSTS
Could resilience be following in the footsteps of other terms like sustainability and diversity, 
becoming increasingly empty? 

Does resilience still have political traction and policy potential as a rallying term for new 
approaches to pressing contemporary concerns? 

Can appeals to resilience become a sort of shorthand for celebrating individuals’ and 
communities’ capacity to adapt to rapid change – from digital disruption to extreme weather 
to rising inequality? 

What is the effect of these celebrations of resilience – do they distract from the impacts of 
ecological, economic, political and cultural change or help address them?


