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Of resilient places: planning for urban resilience

Abid Mehmood

Sustainable Places Research Institute & School of Social Sciences, Cardiff University, Wales, UK

ABSTRACT

This paper argues that resilience of a place cannot necessarily be
associated only with the level of its vulnerability to the
environment or security. A place-based perspective to resilience
helps understand the capacity of communities to withstand or
adapt with change. Resilience of a place does not only refer to
contingencies—such as formulating immediate responses to crisis
situations or incidents such as earthquakes, floods or other
disasters in vulnerable areas—but also considers long-term
mitigation and adaptation strategies to face social, economic and
environmental challenges. To this purpose, the paper applies an
evolutionary resilience framework to the case of Transition towns
in the UK as resilient places in terms of their capacity for learning,
robustness, ability to innovate and adaptability to change. In
conclusion, socially innovative actions and initiatives are found to
be a primary source of resilience through bottom-up creativity
among communities and stakeholders to help improve social
relations, support socio-political empowerment and fulfil the basic
needs of the people.

ARTICLE HISTORY

Received 2 July 2015
Revised 1 August 2015
Accepted 10 August 2015

KEYWORDS

Resilient cities; transition
initiative; social innovation;
eco-cities; coupled socio-
ecological systems; town and
country planning

1. Introduction and background

With wider use of the term in policy, practice and planning, resilience is increasingly seen

in academic debates as a contested concept (MacKinnon & Derickson, 2013). Acknowled-

ging this intellectual disquiet, Vale (2014) claims that in contrast with “sustainable” and

“developmental” discourses that offer relatively vague notions of commitment, continu-

ation and sustenance in urban living, resilience thinking adds a strategic meaning to the

sense of safety, security and protection from potential threats to society, economy and

the environment. In fact, as this paper argues, resilience as a concept and approach encom-

passes much more than mere responsiveness or readiness for the crises. In planning theory

and practice, resilience thinking has been invoked to analyse the relationships between

communities and the environment (Wilkinson, 2012). Cities within a resilience frame-

work are seen as complex adaptive systems. This helps consider the interdependence

between communities and the environment—among many other subsystems—in which

cultural and social relations play as important a role as do the local ecology and

habitat. The relationship between these social and ecological systems is seen through

© 2015 The Author(s). Published by Taylor & Francis.
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the effectiveness of public policy and governance, adaptive capacity of the communities,

and the role of nature and the benefits it offers in terms of ecosystems services, etc. (De

Groot et al., 2002; Walker & Salt, 2012). This relationship can help planners and policy-

makers to take into account the place-based effects of social, economic and environmental

changes in both the immediate and the longer terms. There have been some attempts from

the perspective of innovation systems looking at the local and regional potentials for crea-

tivity and change (Moulaert & Sekia, 2003; Moulaert & Mehmood, 2010). Notable

approaches in this respect include evolutionary views on the territorial dimensions of tran-

sition, resilience, innovation and multilevel governance as inter-related complex adaptive

systems characterized by a certain degree of self-organization and emergence (Cooke,

2012; Cooke et al., 2012). However, much of this body of knowledge has largely paid atten-

tion to regional competitiveness as the main driver of social and economic resilience for

other spatial scales (Melkas & Uotila, 2013; Uyarra & Flanagan, 2013). More consideration

is therefore needed for the role of local actors and communities in determining the form

and character of their localities. In this respect, this paper addresses two general questions

using the case of Transition towns as outcomes of a socio-ecological movement in the UK:

how can resilience thinking help communities to shape their social and ecological environ-

ment in a world of limited resources? and how do places play a role in shaping, mitigating

and/or mediating change mechanisms?

The evolution of resilience thinking in the UK urban planning can be traced back to the

contemporary notions of “urban renaissance” (Urban Task Force, 1999), which started

and continued in the decades preceding the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries

only to be disrupted by the 2007–2008 global financial crisis. This urban renaissance was

strengthened by the complex developments in the wake of strong growth and high

national spending under the New Labour reforms synthesizing the path in-between social-

ism and capitalism as the Third Way (Giddens, 1998), to mark a radical shift in the post-

Thatcherism era. It also prompted many small and medium-sized towns and cities as

engines of creativity, innovation and growth. In the process, new retail districts, public

squares, high-end apartment blocks and statement structures were constructed, also pro-

moting physical proximity of different social, economic and ethnic groups in urban areas

(Jones & Mean, 2010). Many of the towns and cities with past industrial heritage were put

through massive regeneration, redevelopment and gentrification during this period

(Cameron, 2003). The financial crisis and subsequent recessionary period however

exposed a new scale of issues in the UK cities arising from the urban renaissance

(Martin, 2011). As in the case of the housing bubble, a study by the Commission for

the Built Environment termed it a toxic housing boom during which 53% housing

estates built had serious shortcomings whereas 29% of these should not have received

planning permission in the first place (Simmons, 2009). The crisis also revealed how

the so-called urban renaissance period actually contributed to the segregation between

different communities and income groups especially in the use of public services, public

spaces, shops and schools. Moreover, UK cities continued to be ranked poorly on

urban sustainability, environment and quality of life in Europe and other OECD countries

(Mercer, 2015). Many regenerated city centres had lesser regard to the local identity and

environment, exhibiting similarity of physical appearance across the country with more or

less same high street vendors, shops and stores that transformed the respective urban indi-

vidual and historic characters, making the cities appear as, what New Economics
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Foundation termed, “clone towns” (NEF, 2005). Subsequently, urban public spaces were

increasingly transformed to serve as disciplinary mechanisms and schemes for socially

selective controls such as town-centre management, policing and CCTV use. At the insti-

tutional level, the legislative framework of Civil Contingencies Act 2004 required all urban,

regional and national agencies in the UK to maintain emergency planning measures in

order to cope with serious emergencies for civil protection (Walker & Broderick, 2006).

Resilience forums and partnerships were created across the country to ensure a coordi-

nated institutional effort. However, most of the plans were confined to the Prepare–

Plan–Respond–Recover model of resilience largely based on emergency planning and

recovery approaches that strive for “preparing” for potential crisis situations, “planning”

measures for such contingencies, “responding” in time to such situations and “recovering”

the urban systems back into their original state (GLA, 2010). This model, however, has

been criticized for being too linear, less proactive and for its objectives to maintain a

state of equilibrium (Davoudi et al., 2011).

The fiscal crisis of 2007–2008 inflicted significant repercussions on the society and

economy not least in terms of the housing bubble. To recover from the long-term reces-

sion and shocks that followed the crisis, a Comprehensive Spending Review was commis-

sioned in 2010 by the new coalition government comprising Conservatives and Liberal

Democrats. The Con-Dem alliance subsequently opted for austerity measures that

largely focused on efficiency savings and cuts in public sector funding (O’Hara, 2014).

It also put forward its Big Society agenda through the Localism Bill to reform the

public sector, empower communities and promote philanthropic action. Among the ear-

liest casualties of the 2010 cull were hundreds of quangos (semi-autonomous public bodies

dependent on government support) many of which were critical to community develop-

ment (such as Regional Development Agencies) (Walker, 2014). This followed reduced

support and commitments for sustainability actions such as eco-towns from the previous

government (CLG, 2010). The Big Society discourse itself fell out of favour in the wake of

government’s own reductions in public sector investments to support private sector

growth (Civil Exchange, 2015). Throughout the period of crises and cutbacks, Transition

towns continued to flourish as localized responses through community actions to recover

from austerity cuts, strengthen community collaborations and sustain grassroots coopera-

tive spirit. Hence besides helping build resilient places, the movement in its course proved

resilient and stood the test of time.

This paper revisits the resilience thinking in academic literature and looks at the case of

the Transition movement in the UK as a bottom-up initiative to help transform villages,

towns and cities as resilient places. In the discussion below, Section 2 starts with an over-

view of resilience thinking and its multidisciplinary implications. It synthesizes the concept

of evolutionary resilience based on the framework by Davoudi et al. (2013), which offers a

four-pronged schema as an alternative to the conventional emergency planning discourses,

for analysing the role of evolutionary resilience in an urban environment. These include

the capacity for learning (preparedness), being robust (persistence), being innovative

(transformability) and being flexible (adaptability) in the face of a crisis or potential

change. Based on these criteria Section 3 discusses the popularity and spread of Transition

towns in the UK and around the globe. The movement was initially shaped on the con-

cerns about the peak oil crisis followed by the awareness about the climate change

impacts. Subsequently, it incorporated the need to mitigate the effects of economic
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austerity in the face of financial crisis. In conclusion, key features of resilient urban places

are mentioned and their implications discussed in terms of innovations in social relations,

bottom-up creativity and socio-political empowerment of the communities.

2. Evolution of resilience thinking

Resilience is fast becoming a ubiquitous (and equally contested) concept in the contem-

porary planning and policy discussions, and practice. It is often associated with the

notion of resisting any change and bouncing back to the initial state. In emergency plan-

ning, it is synonymous with security measures and responses to shocks and risks such as

severe weather and pandemics, as in the case of Resilience Forums in the UK. However,

the idea of restoration to a past state of existence following a crisis or trauma is misleading.

This is evident from a number of paradigms in existence on resilience thinking as elabo-

rated by Jones and Mean (2010). First is the notion of equilibrium which assumes that

people (communities) and nature (ecosystems) respond in a sequential and predictable

manner to the disturbances, such as change in the environment. Second is the non-equi-

librium approach that considers the role of external elements such as climatic variability

and episodic events to the effect that responses from society and nature are less predictable

in the face of disturbance and change (change as a new constant). Yet, a third view con-

siders the evolutionary and integrating role of society and nature in preventing adverse

changes before ecological thresholds are reached, while building, maintaining or enhan-

cing the resilience of the respective social and ecological systems.

The debates in resilience thinking also reflect the evolving nature of the concept and

how it has been adopted in various fields of knowledge such as engineering and ecological

and social sciences. Resilience in engineering terms is often seen as the property of a

material (elasticity) to retain its original form (bouncing back) after being subjected to

temporary stress. Engineering resilience is therefore defined as the amount of disturbance

or time to recover back into equilibrium following a disturbance (Gunderson, 2009). In the

ecological terms of a change mechanism, Holling (1973) applied the concept of resilience

to explain the behaviour of biological organisms in bounded ecosystems. Ecological resi-

lience from this perspective is defined as “the persistence of relationships within a system

and [… ] the ability of these systems to absorb changes of state variables, driving variables,

and parameters, and still persist” (Holling, 1973, p. 17). Ecological and engineering aspects

of resilience as two distinct characteristics help determine whether an ecosystem could

return to a prior state or transform into a different but stable state. Whereas engineering

resilience gives the optimal design features in which an entity could recover back into its

original form after a certain level of disturbance, ecological resilience explains the situation

of multiple equilibria in which a system could adapt to the change by bouncing forth into a

slightly different form (Davoudi et al., 2013). The multiple states of equilibrium imply that

change could only occur periodically (punctuated equilibrium), and in a series of stable

states as a response to the episodic shocks (Simmie & Martin, 2010). This equilibrium

view however does not satisfy the concerns for the cities that are strongly subject to

their intimate environment (e.g. in the vicinity of mountainous areas, deserts or coastal

zones) but also unstable natural environments facing constant threat from earthquakes,

tsunamis and volcanic eruptions. Such concerns require more active engagement of

local communities and groups in the planning process. Enter “social resilience” which
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is used to describe “the ability of groups or communities to cope with external stresses and

disturbances as a result of social, political and environmental change” (Adger, 2000,

p. 347). Empirical work in social resilience can be grouped into three broader areas: pre-

vention from natural disasters; management of natural resources; and social and insti-

tutional change largely based on the approach to prevention, preparation and

responding to shocks (Keck & Sakdapolrak, 2013). This reactive view is closer to the emer-

gency planning measures that are often associated with the arguments based on building

the Resilience Forums in the UK which prioritize bringing together public safety insti-

tutions such as fire, health, police, etc. However, it overlooks the adaptive capacity of

the communities and self-regulatory nature of socio-political systems of a city in which

communities self-organize and recover from shocks through reproduction of social

capital and social innovations (Moulaert et al., 2007; Vale, 2014; Baker &Mehmood, 2015).

As regards the relationship of social resilience with its engineering and ecological

counterparts, unlike engineering, social resilience is seen more as a process than an indi-

vidual characteristic. The aspects of social resilience and ecological resilience however are

not mutually exclusive, and can be looked at in conjunction, instead of focusing indepen-

dently or considering one as a subset of the other (Berkes et al., 2003; Adger et al., 2005).

The connection between the approaches to social and ecological resilience has been par-

ticularly useful in understanding the issues faced by those communities that depend on

contiguous environmental resources for ecosystems services (Adger et al., 2005) as well

as those under threat from natural events as mentioned above. It also allows for examining

the role of innovation, adaptability and transformability in complex social and ecological

systems with interdependent relationships between humans and the environment (Folke

et al., 2010). Socio-ecological resilience therefore has come to be accepted as a key aspect of

those complex adaptive systems that feature a certain degree of self-organization and

learning. It is evolutionary in nature (Simmie & Martin, 2010; Davoudi et al., 2013)

and, based on the arguments posed by Adger (2000) and Young et al. (2006), can be

understood as the relationship of the socio-economic systems with the biophysical

environment that takes into account the role of social and economic institutions (both

formal and informal) especially in response to the external shocks and internal pressures

related to the social, political and economic change and resource utilization. The approach

has been used to make the case for acknowledging the importance of human–environment

interdependence in the sustainable development agenda (Folke et al., 2002). The inte-

grated aspect of social and ecological resilience is also used to describe hazard prevention

as an opportunity for the local communities and groups in the face of uncertainty

(McEvoy, Fünfgeld, & Bosomworth, 2013).

The twenty-first century’s focus of evolutionary resilience (Davoudi et al., 2013) in the

linking of social and ecological systems has also been successful in attracting the attention

of politicians and policy-makers into considering human societies in relation with their

environments. It rejects the “emergency planning” and “shock therapy” perception of resi-

lience thinking as a reactive measure to prevent from, prepare for as well as respond to and

recover back from the situations of crises (Davoudi et al., 2011). It addresses the shortfalls

of standalone approaches to all three (engineering, ecological and social) types of resili-

ence. In fact, it provides an overarching view by helping to understand the interdepen-

dence between the individual traits (engineering), process-oriented dimension (social)

and the ability to resuscitate a system (ecological).
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3. Resilience of a place

Resilience thinking has prevailed in many of the historic discourses in urban planning

theory and practice, particularly in the approaches to spatial equilibrium, which is

closer to the concept of engineering resilience. As it happens, the will to order space

was a key contention to design and transform cities on geometrical and functional

bases under the modernist manifesto put forward by the Charter of Athens in 1933

(Davoudi, 2012). Cities of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in this respect were

termed as chaotic with informal, disorderly and uncontrolled growth and expansion

(Sert, 1944). A neat and orderly urban area was therefore seen as an ideal type of a

good city that would reflect a state of equilibrium in all functions. This equilibrium

state would be achieved through the power of plan-making with emphasis on “improving

physical accessibility, developing complementary functions between geographically prox-

imate places, and privileging nearby relations over distant networks” (Davoudi, 2012,

p. 433). So, an ideal type city in that case would be regarded as resilient and resourceful,

which would maintain its status quo as perceived by the planners. MacKinnon and Derick-

son (2013) favour the notion of resourcefulness as opposed to resilience. However, this

stance overlooks the process dimension of resilience and only seems to consider resilience

as a specific state that is achieved by means of other processes. Resourcefulness, as evident

from the case of Transition towns below, is rather a precondition for place resilience. Vale

(2014) agrees to resilience being a problematic yet promising concept in city planning. To

him resilience cannot be systemically applied as a homogenous state or situation in a city.

It can be uneven across a city with respect to the various social, political and economic

vulnerabilities as associated with different communities. He advocates a more inclusive

and multidisciplinary notion of progressive resilience with a stronger social dimension

especially focusing on the disadvantaged and vulnerable groups and communities in a city.

More contemporary approaches in planning theory and practice have stressed the need

for considering urban ecosystems especially through the role of human–nature relations

(socio-ecological resilience), a dimension that has often been overlooked by planners.

Resilience thinking in this respect is seen as an interdisciplinary approach to help face

the challenge of planning for complex socio-ecological systems (Wilkinson, 2012).

Looking at cities as complex adaptive systems, these planning approaches aim to bridge

the social, environmental and economic aspects of resilience in spatial planning. Three

views are of particular interest here. The first view is offered by Peter Newman and col-

leagues who consider urban resilience as a response to the peak oil crisis and global

climate change associated with fossil fuel dependence and subsequent greenhouse gas

emissions (Newman et al., 2009). Their vision of a resilient city is based on transit-oriented

development, smart infrastructure, local foods and pedestrianization as reflected in the

many new eco-efficient urban dwellings such as eco-cities and eco-towns. While pertinent

for building new resilient settlements, this vision falls short of addressing the challenges of

transforming/retrofitting the existing building stock and infrastructure in the urban areas.

This shortfall is already addressed in the working of the Transition towns that strive for

local resilience by improving the existing urban infrastructure and making use of the

local social, economic and environmental resources. The second view emphasizes a

radical discourse in urban planning. “Strategic navigation” is offered by Hillier (2011)

as a way forward to strategize spatial planning through resilience thinking. This helps
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explore new ways of conceptualizing and practising planning in conditions of uncertainty.

Hence, instead of assuming stability and explaining change as a freak occurrence, resili-

ence planning would stress the importance of assuming the change and explaining stab-

ility. This view understands the fact that planning theory and practice require active

adaptation by not only responding to the changing contexts and circumstances, but

also creating and shaping change. Strategic navigation, as a process, is sensitive to com-

plexity and indeterminacy through which strategic spatial planning operates adaptively

to develop more resilient cities. A third, more comprehensive, approach is offered by

Davoudi et al. (2013) as an evolutionary resilience framework composed of a dynamic

interplay between Transformability, Adaptability, Preparedness and Persistence (TAPP),

across multiple scales and timeframes. A place, within this framework, may become

more or less resilient depending on how the learning capacity of the communities helps

prepare them for situations of crisis or uncertainty by being persistent, facing possible dis-

ruption by adapting to the change and progressing into a new state through innovation

and transformation. This framework reflects the intentionality of human intervention

in the face of potential crisis and helps in recovering from shocks, cultivating preparedness

and seeking potential transformative opportunities that emerge from the change in an

iterative manner, as evident from the Transition movement.

Urban resilience therefore can be defined in evolutionary terms as a proactive rather

than reactive view to planning, policy-making and strategic steering in which communities

play a vital role for resilient place shaping through their capacity for active learning,

robustness, ability to innovate and adaptability to change. This is reflected in the case

of Transition towns that have emerged as a revivalist movement in the wake of increasing

community awareness about fossil fuel dependence, the changing climate, financial crises

and subsequent austerity cuts.

4. Transition towns as resilient places

Transition towns offer a bottom-up approach for local development with emphasis on a

shift from sustainability to resilience (Hopkins, 2012; Mehmood & Franklin, 2013). Orga-

nized through Transition Network as a charity, the movement aims to “inspire, encourage,

connect, support and train communities as they self-organise around the Transition

model, creating initiatives that rebuild resilience and reduce CO2 emissions” (Transition

Network, 2010). The movement started in 2005 with a permaculture coursework assign-

ment to prepare an Energy Descent Action Plan for the small coastal fishing town of

Kinsale in Ireland (Hopkins, 2005). The aim was to produce an action plan for a low-

energy living with 25% of fossil fuel reserves in the event of peak oil crisis. It was prepared

by the students at Kinsale Further Education College and supervised by their module

teacher Rob Hopkins who later became founder of the Transition Network. The action

plan took account of the concerns expressed by the local communities, and received full

support from the town council. The movement took a further step when Rob Hopkins

moved to Totnes in South West England in 2005 and founded the Transition Town

Totnes in 2006 at a time when urban renaissance in the UK was at full swing. The

concern from here on was to take the dual challenges of peak oil and climate change

head-on by making use of community strengths and local resources. Totnes, despite suf-

fering from low wages, higher house prices and an ageing population like many other
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market towns in the UK at the time, had largely managed to avoid the clone town sen-

sation (Hopkins, 2008). So it was only natural that the town embraced the Transition

model and managed its transition into post-carbon living. This gave a new lease of life

to the town and its communities such that many other towns rapidly started adopting

the Transition culture. Totnes made a number of lifestyle choices through a range of com-

munity events and specialist groups bringing together people who had interest or expertise

in community gardening, organic food, health and medicine, renewable energy, building

and housing, arts and craft, etc. It also experimented with relocalization of the economy

through a local exchange trading system (LETS) such as the Totnes Pound in collaboration

with local businesses. All these actions had common objectives of reducing fossil fuel

dependency, improving local resilience and transitioning into a sustainable and healthy

lifestyle for local communities with a minimum carbon footprint (Hopkins, 2010). This

range of actions, experiments and initiatives would not have been possible without a

clear future-oriented approach that was offered by the Transition Initiative. Similarly, it

was also the willingness and motivation of local activists, council leadership and the com-

munities who embraced the ideology and realized the need for a radical change.

The Transition movement can be termed as one of the most impressive bottom-up

transnational initiatives today. Although started in small suburban towns such as

Kinsale, Lampeter and Totnes, the movement has been embraced around the globe at

the scales of villages, hamlets, boroughs and cities as well as valleys, peninsulas and

islands (Hopkins, 2008). As of November 2014, there were 410 Transition Initiatives in

the UK, of which 190 were Muller (i.e. “mulling over” or in the process of setting up a

Transition Initiative). In all, there were 1196 Transition Initiatives around the world of

which 702 were Muller Initiatives (Transition Network, 2014). The movement was pri-

marily based on two potential global challenges of the time: first, the concern about the

declining global fossil fuel reserves with the increasing consumption; and, second, about

the greenhouse gas emission with the impending climate change. Subsequently, the

global fiscal crisis added to the concerns about the economic resilience of cities and com-

munities. To face these and other more localized challenges, the movement encourages

and offers support and training to the communities to plan for their future in the

longer term; improve resilience to withstand social, economic and environmental

changes; and harness the spirit of collective action. The Transition Network website is a

community hub that offers step-by-step guidance to building a Transition Initiative

from scratch (https://www.transitionnetwork.org/support). Over the last few years, the

Transition Network has also produced a number of publications, toolkits and blogs to

help the striving towns adopt the Transition thinking. Among the key publications, the

Transition Handbook (Hopkins, 2008) offers a brief history and context of the concept

and its development; The Transition Timeline (Chamberlain, 2009) sets a roadmap

with visions and scenarios for actions related to food, energy, demographics, transport

and health care through collective effort. Local Food (Pinkerton & Hopkins, 2009) gives

guidance on building resilient local food networks through collaborative and commu-

nity-based food initiatives; and Local Money (North, 2010) elaborates Peter North’s obser-

vations from around the world on various models of alternative LETSs such as TimeBanks

and local currencies.

The implications of the Transition movement in terms of its contribution towards

enhancing local socio-ecological resilience can be understood from the four components
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of the evolutionary resilience framework based on TAPP proposed by Davoudi et al.

(2013), as below.

Transformability and innovation, according to Davoudi et al. (2013), require a fair

amount of behavioural change. Scott-Cato and Hillier (2010) have analysed the aspects

of social and behavioural change in Transition towns through the concept of social inno-

vation. They emphasize the specific focus of social innovation theory and practice in

helping to bring about social and behavioural change in the communities. Key contentions

of the Transition movement about climate change, peak oil and community-led economic

development emphasize place-based transformations by means of improving social

relations between groups and communities, empowering the people in terms of socio-pol-

itical decision-making and satisfying basic human needs (Mehmood & Parra, 2013).

Adaptability or the ability of being flexible in the face of a crisis or change refers to two

distinctive features of the Transition movement that make it a model of local resilience.

First is the predominant focus on the sense of community building. Internally, the com-

munity rhetoric and spirit helps in forming a cohesive relationship and identity whereas

externally, it helps in contributing to building alliances and networks to produce projects

of wider societal benefits. A key achievement in this respect is the movement’s role in low-

carbon transitions across the board in Transition towns (Aiken, 2012). The second distinc-

tive feature is its focus on localization of social and economic processes and activities. Not

only does this help explore the potential of smaller towns and cities to sustain their life-

styles but also allows for inter-scalar linkages and helps building networks with other

towns of varying social, economic, cultural and environmental assets bases. These have

subsequently provided inspiration for the concept of green networks of cities (Taylor,

2012).

Preparedness refers to increasing the learning capacity of the communities through

knowledge exchange and sharing mutual experiences. The Transition movement offers

an alternative model of local development that provides opportunities to build resilient

communities (Connors & McDonald, 2011). One of the key contributions of the move-

ment is establishing such governance mechanisms that are based on participatory democ-

racy promoting bottom-up creativity through self-organizing community groups (Bay,

2013). A key step in this respect is learning from the past experiences and making

efforts to improve the situation of people. The movement’s initiator Rob Hopkins

(2008) has acknowledged his inspiration from smaller communities such as those living

in remote mountainous areas of northern Pakistan making use of locally available

social, human, cultural and environmental resources.

And finally, the fourth component of Persistence relates to a characteristic feature of

being robust. Considering the city as a socio-ecological system, the very essence of resili-

ence thinking is to increase the system’s ability to persist in the face of crises or external

shocks. With the Transition movement based on finding alternative courses of action to

the limited resources and the changing social, economic and ecological environment per-

sistence is a recurring aspect to face such obstacles. The Transition Network regularly pro-

duces publications, organizes citizens’ meetings and promotes dialogue through

community events to provide an opportunity for network members to discuss experiences

of successfully facing various obstacles in the course of achieving their objectives

(Amanda, 2011). With the expansion of the network the sense of community has also

strengthened through building the social, cultural and human capitals to persist in
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situations of unfavourable circumstances. This has subsequently contributed to strength-

ening the sense of social and environmental citizenship in all walks of life and across the

age groups especially in the wake of social, political and institutional barriers to locally

driven initiatives (Merritt & Stubbs, 2012).

5. Conclusion

This paper set out to look at how resilience thinking can help plan and shape resilient

places in a situation of finite means, and how these change mechanisms can be mediated.

Resilience is not just about economy and environment but also society and culture. It does

not merely refer to readiness to the surprise or isolated occurrences but also refers to long-

term strategies to mitigate and adapt to socio-economic as well as environmental chal-

lenges. In a world of limited resources, resilience thinking can help integrate the issues

of social, economic and environmental well-being by strategically navigating the policy

and planning to proactively create, assume and shape change. A place-based perspective

helps in locating the territorial dimension that mediates this change by identifying the

cities as complex adaptive systems. The Transition movement as discussed above reflects

the place-based response to the issues of global impact. The movement timely anticipated

the situation of crisis as in the case of peak oil concerns; it also infused a sense of prepa-

redness to the impending global crises as in the situation of climate change; and then rea-

ligned itself to respond to the emerging issues that resulted from the case of global

financial meltdown. Not only that, it also helped communities in jointly formulating

visions and strategies to cope with the global situations at local levels through the help

of local institutions such as local businesses, community groups and town councils. In

this sense, not only do the Transition towns share a model of resilience thinking in every-

day life, but the movement itself has also shown its resilience in the face of changing local

and global social, economic and ecological challenges.

More specifically, the Transition movement became successful in the post-urban

renaissance UK due to its encompassing stance towards social, economic and environ-

mental well-being. This exemplifies the ways that resilience thinking can help with plan-

ning and shaping cities. The complex adaptive systems view within resilience thinking also

helps in looking at communities and places as subsystems that can intertwine to formulate,

adapt or even mitigate and mediate the change mechanisms. Transition towns as resilient

settlements present a place-based perspective to the capacity for learning (preparedness),

being robust (persistence), being innovative (transformability) and being flexible (adapta-

bility) in the face of a crisis or change both immediately and in the long term. There is

evidence supporting the fact that crisis situations can play a role in shaping new inno-

vation trajectories (Bessant et al., 2012). Extreme conditions with the absence of

common-sense solutions and first-option alternatives can lead to the search for radical

innovations. Innovation in the social sense (social innovation) can therefore help identify

new ways to produce and support social change and foster understanding of the con-

ditions that provide solutions to complex social and ecological problems (Moulaert

et al., 2013). It can also deepen our understanding of the dynamics that drive both con-

tinuity and change, including at the societal level, and how and under what conditions

the change can successfully arise and diffuse, transforming social relations and empower-

ing local communities to help satisfy the basic human needs.

416 A. MEHMOOD

D
o
w

n
lo

ad
ed

 b
y
 [

C
ar

d
if

f 
U

n
iv

er
si

ty
 L

ib
ra

ri
es

] 
at

 0
2
:3

2
 0

4
 J

an
u
ar

y
 2

0
1
6
 



Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author.

References

Adger, W. N. (2000) Social and ecological resilience: Are they related?, Progress in Human
Geography, 24(3), pp. 347–364. doi:10.1191/030913200701540465

Adger, W. N., Hughes, T. P., Folke, C., Carpenter, S. R. & Rockström, J. (2005) Social-ecological
resilience to coastal disasters, Science, 309(5737), pp. 1036–1039. doi:10.1126/science.1112122

Aiken, G. (2012) Community transitions to low carbon futures in the transition towns network
(TTN), Geography Compass, 6(2), pp. 89–99. doi:10.1111/j.1749-8198.2011.00475.x

Amanda, S. (2011) The transition town network: A review of current evolutions and renaissance,
Social Movement Studies, 10(1), pp. 99–105. doi:10.1080/14742837.2011.545229

Baker, S. & Mehmood, A. (2015) Social innovation and the governance of sustainable places, Local
Environment, 20(3), pp. 321–334. doi:10.1080/13549839.2013.842964

Bay, U. (2013) Transition town initiatives promoting transformational community change in tack-
ling peak oil and climate change challenges, Australian Social Work, 66(2), pp. 171–186. doi:10.
1080/0312407X.2013.781201

Berkes, F., Colding, J. & Folke, C. (Eds). (2003) Navigating Social-Ecological Systems: Building
Resilience for Complexity and Change (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press).

Bessant, J., Rush, H. & Trifilova, A. (2012) “Jumping the tracks”: Crisis-driven social innovation and
the development of novel trajectories, Die Unternehmung, 66(3), pp. 221–242. doi:10.5771/0042-
059X-2012-3-221

Cameron, S. (2003) Gentrification, housing redifferentiation and urban regeneration: “Going for
growth” in Newcastle upon Tyne, Urban Studies, 40(12), pp. 2367–2382. doi:10.1080/
0042098032000136110

Chamberlain, S. (2009)The Transition Timeline: For a Local, Resilient Future (Totnes: Green Books).
Civil Exchange. (2015) Whose society? The Final Big Society Audit. Available at http://www.

civilexchange.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/Whose-Society_The-Final-Big-Society-
Audit_final.pdf (accessed 26 June 2015).

CLG (2010) Eco-town funding halved by CLG, Communities and Local Government. Available at
http://www.planningportal.gov.uk/general/news/stories/2010/july2010/2010_07_week_3/
150710_4 (accessed 27 May 2015).

Cooke, P. (2012) Complex Adaptive Innovation Systems: Relatedness and Transversality in the
Evolving Region (London and New York: Routledge).

Cooke, P., Parrilli, M. D. & Curbelo, J. L. (Eds) (2012) Innovation, Global Change and Territorial
Resilience (Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Publishing).

Connors, P. & McDonald, P. (2011) Transitioning communities: community, participation and the
transition town movement, Community Development Journal, 46(4), pp. 558–572. doi:10.1093/
cdj/bsq014

Davoudi, S. (2012) The legacy of positivism and the emergence of interpretive tradition in spatial
planning, Regional Studies, 46(4), pp. 429–441. doi:10.1080/00343404.2011.618120

Davoudi, S., Mehmood, A. & Brooks, E. (2011) The London climate change adaptation strategy: Gap
analysis.Working Paper 44, Newcastle University, Global Urban Research Unit, Newcastle upon
Tyne.

Davoudi, S., Brooks, E. &Mehmood, A. (2013) Evolutionary resilience and strategies for climate adap-
tation, Planning Practice and Research, 28(3), pp. 307–322. doi:10.1080/02697459.2013.787695

De Groot, R. S., Wilson, M. A. & Boumans, R. M. (2002) A typology for the classification, descrip-
tion and valuation of ecosystem functions, goods and services, Ecological Economics, 41(3), pp.
393–408. doi:10.1016/S0921-8009(02)00089-7

Folke, C., Carpenter, S., Elmqvist, T., Gunderson, L., Holling, C. S. & Walker, B. (2002) Resilience
and sustainable development: building adaptive capacity in a world of transformations, AMBIO:
A Journal of the Human Environment, 31(5), pp. 437–440. doi:10.1579/0044-7447-31.5.437

EUROPEAN PLANNING STUDIES 417

D
o
w

n
lo

ad
ed

 b
y
 [

C
ar

d
if

f 
U

n
iv

er
si

ty
 L

ib
ra

ri
es

] 
at

 0
2
:3

2
 0

4
 J

an
u
ar

y
 2

0
1
6
 



Folke, C., Carpenter, S., Walker, B., Scheffer, M., Chapin, T., & Rockstrom, J. (2010) Resilience
thinking: Integrating resilience, adaptability and transformability, Ecology and Society, 15(4).
Available at http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol15/iss4/art20/ (accessed 26 August 2015).

GLA (2010) The draft climate change adaptation strategy for London. Public Consultation Draft,
Greater London Authority.

Giddens, A. (1998) The Third Way: The Renewal of Social Democracy (Cambridge: John Wiley &
Sons).

Gunderson, L. (2009) Comparing Ecological and Human Community Resilience, CARRI Research
Report 5, Available at http://www.yumpu.com/en/document/view/5856616/comparing-
ecological-and-human-community-resilience (accessed 12 July 2015).

Hillier, J. (2011) Strategic navigation across multiple planes: Towards a Deleuzean-inspired meth-
odology for strategic spatial planning, Town Planning Review, 82(5), pp. 503–527. doi:10.3828/
tpr.2011.30

Holling, C.S. (1973) Resilience and stability of ecological systems, Annual Review of Ecology and
Systematics, 4, pp. 1–23. doi:10.1146/annurev.es.04.110173.000245

Hopkins, R. (Ed.) (2005) Kinsale 2021: An energy descent action plan. Kinsale Further Education
College, Kinsale. Available at http://transitionculture.org/wp-content/uploads/
KinsaleEnergyDescentActionPlan.pdf (accessed 12 July 2015).

Hopkins, R. (2008) The Transition Handbook: From Oil Dependency to Local Resilience (Totnes:
Green books).

Hopkins, R. (2010) Localisation and resilience at the local level: The case of Transition Town
Totnes, Devon, UK, Doctoral dissertation, University of Plymouth.

Hopkins, R. (2012) Peak oil and transition towns, Architectural Design, 82(4), pp. 72–77. doi:10.
1002/ad.1432

Jones, S. & Mean, M. (2010) Resilient Places: Character and Community in Everyday Heritage
(London: DEMOS Report).

Keck, M. & Sakdapolrak, P. (2013) What is social resilience? Lessons learned and ways forward,
Erdkunde, 67(1), pp. 5–19. doi:10.3112/erdkunde.2013.01.02

MacKinnon, D. & Derickson, K. D. (2013) From resilience to resourcefulness: A critique of resili-
ence policy and activism, Progress in Human Geography, 37(2), pp. 253–270. doi:10.1177/
0309132512454775

Martin, R. (2011) The local geographies of the financial crisis: From the housing bubble to econ-
omic recession and beyond, Journal of Economic Geography, 11(4), pp. 587–618. doi:10.1093/
jeg/lbq024

McEvoy, D., Fünfgeld, H. & Bosomworth, K. (2013) Resilience and Climate Change Adaptation:
The Importance of Framing, Planning Practice & Research, 28(3), 280–293. doi:10.1080/
02697459.2013.787710

Mehmood, A. & Parra, C. (2013) Social innovation in an unsustainable world, in: F. Moulaert, D.
MacCallum, A. Mehmood, & A. Hamdouch (Eds) The International Handbook on Social
Innovation: Collective Action, Social Learning and Transdisciplinary Research, pp. 53–66
(London: Edward Elgar).

Mehmood, A. & Franklin, A. (2013) Sustainable Urban Land Use and the Question of Eco-Places, in:
S.N. Zaidi (Ed) Proceedings of the Eighth Seminar on Urban and Regional Planning pp. 172–194
(Karachi: NED University of Engineering and Technology).

Melkas, H. & Uotila, T. (2013) Foresight and innovation: emergence and resilience of the Cleantech
Cluster at Lahti, in: P. Cooke (Ed) Re-framing Regional Development: Evolution, Innovation and
Transition, pp. 203–233 (Abingdon: Routledge).

Mercer (2015) Quality of living survey. Available at http://www.uk.mercer.com/content/mercer/
europe/uk/en/newsroom/2015-quality-of-living-survey.html (accessed 25 June 2015).

Merritt, A. & T. Stubbs (2012) Incentives to promote green citizenship in UK transition towns,
Development, 55(1), pp. 96–103. doi:10.1057/dev.2011.113

Moulaert, F. & Sekia, F. (2003) Territorial innovation models: A critical survey, Regional Studies, 37
(3), pp. 289–302. doi:10.1080/0034340032000065442

418 A. MEHMOOD

D
o
w

n
lo

ad
ed

 b
y
 [

C
ar

d
if

f 
U

n
iv

er
si

ty
 L

ib
ra

ri
es

] 
at

 0
2
:3

2
 0

4
 J

an
u
ar

y
 2

0
1
6
 



Moulaert, F., Martinelli, F., González, S. & Swyngedouw, E. (2007) Introduction: Social innovation and
governance in European cities—urban development between path dependency and radical inno-
vation, European Urban and Regional Studies, 14(3), pp. 195–209. doi:10.1177/0969776407077737

Moulaert, F. & Mehmood, A. (2010) Analysing regional development and policy: A structural–
realist approach, Regional Studies, 44(1), pp. 103–118. doi:10.1080/00343400802251478

Moulaert, F., MacCallum, D., Mehmood, A. & Hamdouch, A. (Eds) (2013) The International
Handbook on Social Innovation: Collective Action, Social Learning and Transdisciplinary
Research (London: Edward Elgar).

NEF (2005) Clone Town Britain: The Survey Results on the Bland State of the Nation (London: New
Economics Foundation).

Newman, P., Beatley, T. & Boyer, H. (2009) Resilient Cities: Responding to Peak Oil and Climate
Change (Washington, DC: Island Press).

North, P. (2010) Local Money: How to Make It Happen in Your Community (Totnes: Green Books).
O’Hara, M. (2014)Austerity Bites: A Journey to the Sharp End of Cuts in the UK (Bristol: Policy Press).
Pinkerton, T. & Hopkins, R. (2009) Local Food: How to Make It Happen in Your Community

(Totnes: Green Books).
Scott-Cato, M. & J. Hillier (2010) How could we study climate-related social innovation? Applying

Deleuzean philosophy to transition towns, Environmental Politics, 19(6), pp. 869–887. doi:10.
1080/09644016.2010.518677

Sert, J. L. (1944) Can Our Cities Survive? An ABC of Urban Problems, their Analysis, their Solution
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University).

Simmie, J. & Martin, R. (2010) The economic resilience of regions: Towards an evolutionary
approach, Cambridge Journal of Regions, Economy and Society, 3(1), pp. 27–43. doi:10.1093/
cjres/rsp029

Simmons, R. (2009) No more toxic assets, fresh thinking on housing quality. Commission for the
Built Environment (CABE), London.

Taylor, P. J. (2012) Transition towns and world cities: Towards green networks of cities, Local
Environment, 17(4), pp. 495–508. doi:10.1080/13549839.2012.678310

Transition Network (2010) About Transition Network. Available at https://www.
transitionnetwork.org/about (accessed 27 June 2015).

Transition Network (2014) Transition Initiatives Directory. Available at https://www.
transitionnetwork.org/initiatives (accessed 12 July 2015).

Urban Task Force (1999) Towards an Urban Renaissance: The Report of the Urban Task Force
Department for Transport Local Government and Regions (DTLR) (London: HMSO).

Uyarra, E. & Flanagan, K. (2013) Reframing regional innovation systems: Evolution, complexity
and public policy, in: P. Cooke (Ed) Re-framing Regional Development: Evolution, Innovation
and Transition, pp. 146–163 (Abingdon: Routledge).

Vale, L. J. (2014) The politics of resilient cities: whose resilience and whose city?, Building Research
& Information, 42(2), pp. 191–201. doi:10.1080/09613218.2014.850602

Walker, D. (2014) Quangos—why bother counting them when Whitehall can’t?, The Political
Quarterly, 85(2), pp. 153–158. doi:10.1111/1467-923X.12084

Walker, C. & Broderick, J. (2006) The Civil Contingencies Act 2004: Risk, Resilience, and the Law in
the United Kingdom (Oxford: Oxford University Press).

Walker, B. & Salt, D. (2012) Resilience Thinking: Sustaining Ecosystems and People in a Changing
World (Washington, DC: Island Press).

Wilkinson, C. (2012) Social-ecological resilience: Insights and issues for planning theory, Planning
Theory, 11(2), pp. 148–169. doi:10.1177/1473095211426274

Young, O. R., Berkhout, F., Gallopin, G. C., Janssen, M. A., Ostrom, E. & van der Leeuw, S. (2006)
The globalization of socio-ecological systems: An agenda for scientific research, Global
Environmental Change, 16(3), pp. 304–316. doi:10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2006.03.004

EUROPEAN PLANNING STUDIES 419

D
o
w

n
lo

ad
ed

 b
y
 [

C
ar

d
if

f 
U

n
iv

er
si

ty
 L

ib
ra

ri
es

] 
at

 0
2
:3

2
 0

4
 J

an
u
ar

y
 2

0
1
6
 


	Abstract
	1. Introduction and background
	2. Evolution of resilience thinking
	3. Resilience of a place
	4. Transition towns as resilient places
	5. Conclusion
	Disclosure statement
	References

