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LUTHERAN WORLD RELIEF’S  
APPROACH TO RESILIENCE
STRENGTHENING LOCAL CAPACIT IES TO ACHIE VE DE VELOPMENT RESULTS

The purpose of this document is to present the 
foundations of LWR’s work in resilience, and to ensure 
alignment and deeper technical understanding about 
resilience across the organization. The document also 
aims at sharing the agency’s thinking with national 
and international partners, including peer agencies 
and donors, as part of our engagement with the wider 
professional community working on resilience.  

Lutheran World Relief (LWR) has been integrating resilience 
progressively into our global development programming to 
foster positive change in vulnerable communities in Africa, 
Asia and Latin America. LWR sees resilience not as an 
end in itself, but as a dynamic and enabling approach 
to assist in the achievement of disaster recovery and 
sustainable development results. 

Dynamic, because the shocks and stressors faced by 
a system (e.g. a community) — as well as the capacities 
needed to overcome them — change and evolve over time. 

Enabling, because the ultimate goal of building 
resilience is to facilitate the achievement of sustainable 

change agents. 

Resilience building consists of strengthening the capacity 
of vulnerable systems, such as communities in developing 

adapting and potentially transforming in the face of shocks 
and stressors. As such, resilience is tightly linked to  
LWR’s core programming in agriculture, climate change  
and emergency response. In addition to supporting  
short-term coping strategies, LWR assists communities 
in the transition to medium-term recovery and long-term 
sustainable development. 

LWR is committed to continuous learning to evolve and 
improve our approach to building resilience. 

LWR’s approach is in line with our organizational “2020 
Vision” strategy to transform lives and enable individuals 
and communities to realize their full potential. Resilience is 
a contributing factor to the agency’s engagement in larger 
scale, high-quality programs that increase LWR’s depth and 
breadth of impact, and provides the opportunity to integrate 
and deepen technical and managerial expertise in key areas.
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SECTION 1. DEFINITION OF RESILIENCE AT LWR 
the 1970s1. Resilience in a development context is now understood as being inherent to the linkages that exist between socio-
economic and ecological systems, and addresses the complexity that characterizes developing country environments. 

from change, which is in line with the agency’s overall Theory of Change. Resilience allows development practitioners to 
re-think and strengthen traditional development approaches by fostering a more holistic understanding of the 
complexity that characterizes vulnerable settings. 

BOX 1. RESILIENCE CAPACITIES3

• Absorptive capacity is the ability of a system to mitigate the impacts of shocks on their livelihoods and basic needs. 
Examples include risk awareness and prevention to mitigate the impact of sudden onset events such as natural 
disasters, as well as coping strategies such as cash savings, reserve food stocks and access to safety nets, which 
enable withstanding and short-term recovery.

• Adaptive capacity is the ability of a system to adjust to the impacts of shocks and stressors, to moderate potential 
damages, and to take advantage of opportunities that may emerge with change. Examples include the adoption of new 

which enable medium to long-term change.

• Transformative capacity is the ability of a system to achieve a new state through a combination of technological 
innovations, institutional reforms, behavioral shifts and cultural changes, among others. Examples include new 
governance mechanisms, more inclusive community-based institutions, or novel forms of social engagement, which 
enable the achievement of long-term development goals.

Sources: IPCC, 2007, Bene et.al. 2012.

Figure 1. Resilience 
Capacities of a 
Vulnerable System 
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For LWR, resilience refers to the capacity of a system (e.g. a community) to absorb the impacts of shocks and 
stressors, to adapt to change, and to potentially transform, in a manner that enables the achievement of 
development results (e.g. sustainable livelihoods, well-being, poverty alleviation)2 (Figure 1). 
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or key capacities that compose resilient systems: absorptive, 
adaptive and transformative capacities (described in Box 
1). These capacities are closely related;; they interact and 
complement each other, and together can contribute to 
the achievement of development results. They can enable 
vulnerable communities to better withstand the effects of 
short-term shocks (e.g. to better prepare for and respond to 
emergencies), but also to adapt to new circumstances in the 

that may emerge from change. 

Ultimately, building resilience is not only about being 
able to survive the impact of shocks in the short-
term, but about strengthening the ability of the most 
vulnerable to influence long-term change and to realize 
their full potential.3

Absorptive and adaptive capacities can often be built or 
strengthened within the short- and medium-term (e.g. through 
the adoption of disaster response and recovery plans or 
adaptation measures), while transformability involves system 
adjustments and renewal that require more extended periods 
of time (e.g. institutional, cultural and behavioral changes). 

Strengthening absorptive, adaptive and transformative 
capacities is in line with LWR’s efforts to bridge  
short-term relief efforts with long-term sustainable 
development strategies. 

In the case of emergency response projects, resilience 
helps practitioners to consider the medium- and long-
term implications of their initiatives, the linkages between 
stakeholders at the local, regional, national and international 
levels, as well as the articulation between emergency 
response, early recovery and sustainable development goals. 

its resilience programming, is that 
approach exists.4 Resilience needs and strategies are highly 

remain at the core of LWR’s resilience programming in 
agriculture, climate change and emergency response. 

“At the heart of resilience thinking is a very simple notion —  
things change — and to ignore or resist this change is to increase  
our vulnerability and forego emerging opportunities.  
In so doing we limit our options.” 5

Walker, B. and Salt, D. (2006)

WHAT DOES A RESILIENCE APPROACH 
CONTRIBUTE TO LWR?
Resilience is intrinsic to sustainable development.6 Both 
sustainable development and resilience relate to and seek to 
address systemic vulnerabilities, and both integrate and build 
on the principles of well-established development practices.7 
The adoption of a resilience approach can contribute to 
strengthening international development programming in 
multiple ways.8

Resilience is an approach that allows us to deepen 
our understanding of the complex challenges faced by 
vulnerable communities, but also of the opportunities 
that may emerge with change.

Resilience is a system-wide, multi-scale approach that 
allows practitioners to gain a more holistic understanding 
of the context within which they operate. It informs 
the process of project design, implementation and 
evaluation by integrating the interactions between the 
local, regional, national and international levels. 

Resilience is an approach that promotes responses to 
short-term shocks and long-term stressors, fostering 
linkages between emergency response and long-term 
sustainable development.

Resilience is an approach that requires continuous 

different implications for different stakeholders. Resilience 
initiatives require the integration of gender and social 
inclusion considerations from the onset of the project cycle. 

Resilience is an approach that highlights the interface 
between socio-economic and ecological systems, which 
is crucial for communities to transition from chronic 
insecurity to sustainable development.
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Resilience allows development practitioners to identify and 
assess factors that may not have been explicitly considered 
through other approaches, thereby deepening the relevance 
and impact of development programming. 

For LWR, resilience is not a prescriptive, short-term 
technical solution that can be equally applied to all 
development initiatives. Instead, it is a process-based 
approach that involves short-, medium- and long-term 
actions, and that requires adaptive management.

HOW
?FOR WHOM?

WHERE? FOR WHAT
?

TO
 W

HAT?
BOX 2. OPERATIONALIZING RESILIENCE IN DEVELOPMENT PRACTICE: KEY QUESTIONS

operationalizing resilience in development projects. Sample 
sub-questions are included to illustrate each of them:

RESILIENCE WHERE?
What is the geographic setting of the initiative? 

What systems (social, economic, ecological)  

operate in that setting?

RESILIENCE TO WHAT?
What are the shocks and stressors that impact the 

context of the initiative? 

Do those impacts exacerbate existing vulnerabilities 

or create new ones? 

In what way? 

How do those shocks and stressors affect social, 

economic and ecological systems?

RESILIENCE FOR WHOM?
Which stakeholders are affected by the shocks and 

Which stakeholders are most vulnerable to those impacts 

at the local, the regional and the national levels? 

How do the shocks/stressors affect men, women, 

boys and girls? 

Which stakeholders will be targeted by the initiative? 

RESILIENCE FOR WHAT PURPOSE?
What is the development goal that resilience seeks to 

contribute to? 

What do we seek by building resilience?

HOW TO ACHIEVE RESILIENCE?
What livelihood capitals (e.g. social, economic, 

human, physical and natural) and resilience 

attributes (see Annex 1 for examples) would need 

to be strengthened in order to improve the ability 

of participating communities to absorb, adapt and 

transform? 

How can each of those capacities be built and/or 

strengthened through the project? 

The responses to these questions must inform the 
planning and design of resilience initiatives, and  
should be revisited throughout the project cycle for the 
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SECTION 2. CORE 
INFLUENCES OF LWR’S 
RESILIENCE APPROACH  
LWR has been integrating resilience as an approach to better 
understand and address the challenges posed by poverty and 
marginalization in developing countries. 

The agency’s decentralized programming structure provides a 
rich spectrum for resilience explorations and learning. While 
resilience building efforts respond to the particular stressors, 
stakeholder needs and priorities of each context, LWR’s 
approach builds on our extensive experience in more than 30 
developing countries. 

approach to resilience: 

• Unlocking social capital’s potential

• Engaging multiple stakeholders

• Integrating core development values

• Ensuring reliable measurement approaches to support 
evidence-based decision making (Figure 2) 

examples from LWR projects. 

1. Unlocking Social Capital’s Potential

While building resilience is closely linked to the access and 
use of the livelihood capitals (social, economic, human, 
physical and natural), development programs suggest that 
the role of social capital is particularly relevant in the ability 
of vulnerable communities to respond and adapt to change. 
LWR contributes to unlock social capital’s potential through 
‘engaged social change agents’. These agents are community 
members, groups or institutions that are trained to support 
and enable local transformation, contributing to the 
achievement of development results. They play a key role in 
resilience building by fostering trust and collaboration, and by 
motivating and mobilizing the community towards collective 
action. They can also promote resilience-oriented decision 
making by modeling positive behaviors. 

LWR fosters the role of engaged social change agents by 
working closely with local leaders to strengthen capacities 
and address vulnerabilities. 

Examples include the engagement of farmers’ 

cooperatives on community issues that go beyond basic 

social change agents. Coffee farming cooperatives 

in Nicaragua are involved in helping communities 

understand and adapt to climate change by establishing 

local weather observatories, and strengthening food 

crop production techniques. Cooperatives are also 

promoting education opportunities for youth as community 

extension workers, and exploring alternative energy 

sources to improve basic household services through bio 

digesters and micro hydro power plants. RESILIENCE

Unlocking 
Social 

Capital’s 
Potential

Engaging 
Multiple 

Stakeholders

Integrating 
Core 

Development 
Values

Ensuring 
Reliable 

Measurement 
Approaches 
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2. Integrating Core Development Values

LWR recognizes that core development values — such as local 
ownership, gender integration, participatory approaches, 
environmental awareness and protection, and innovation — 
play a crucial role in building resilient communities. They are 
essential for deepening the impact of development projects 
and for strengthening the ability of the most vulnerable to 

LWR integrates gender considerations throughout its 

resilience programs, acknowledging that gender equity 

is a precondition for inclusive absorptive, adaptive 

and transformative change. Examples include the 

improvement of women’s and girls’ access to and control 

of productive inputs in Niger, Burkina Faso and Mali. 

This involves, among others, the protection of assets 

owned by women (e.g. small ruminants) from the impacts 

of shocks. These types of assets are a key source of 

stability and livelihoods for those who may not own 

anything else, and contribute to women’s ability to better 

prepare for, respond and adapt to change.

3. Engaging Multiple Stakeholders

The sustainability of development interventions is closely 
linked to the engagement of diverse stakeholders (i.e. 
government, private sector, civil society) in the projects’ 
implementation. This engagement leverages existing 
knowledge and resources and strengthens the capacities, 
institutions and governance needed for long-lasting, positive 
change. As part of our long-term commitment to nurture 
local ownership and independent decision-making, LWR 
works side-by-side with local NGO partners to strengthen 
their capacity to design, implement, monitor and evaluate 
initiatives. LWR also engages with the public sector at the 
local, regional and national levels, and collaborates with 
institutions from the private and the academic sectors. 

LWR’s programming is strongly rooted in the 

establishment of enabling partnerships with local 

organizations. Examples include the agency’s experience 

supporting disaster response and recovery efforts in the 

Philippines, which has demonstrated the importance 

of working with multiple stakeholders in bridging short-

term coping with long-term development strategies. LWR 

coordinated with government representatives to ensure 

their support and ownership of a WASH intervention 

following Typhoon Haiyan. The local government 

contributed to the design and supervision of latrine 

construction, participated in educational campaigns 

around waste management, and committed funding for 

the future plans of local sanitation committees.

4. Ensuring Reliable Measurement Approaches

Reliable measurement is crucial for both informed decision-
making and effective development programming, and is 
therefore an important part of LWR’s approach to resilience. 
Adopting robust approaches to measure resilience can help 
strengthen the design, the implementation and the learning 
that emerges from development projects. Adopting such 
approaches can help practitioners, including community-
based stakeholders, to gain a more in-depth understanding 
of the multiple and simultaneous shocks and stressors that 
affect the local context, as well as of the role of stakeholders 
at different levels. 

LWR is actively exploring novel approaches to resilience 

measurement through partnerships with research 

and academic institutions. Examples include the 

collaboration with the University of Manchester and the 

Gumutindo Coffee Cooperative Enterprise to implement 

the Resilience Assessment Benchmarking and Impact 

Toolkit (RABIT). The pilot initiative tested an innovative 

approach to assess the resilience of coffee farmers to 

climate change in Mount Elgon, Uganda, and the role 

of Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs). 

LWR is also exploring new measurement tools with Yale 

University as part of the Nepal/India Trans-boundary 

Resilience initiative.

will continue to be complemented and enhanced as we 

experiences with local partners and peer agencies, and engage 
in the broader resilience dialogue.
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SECTION 3. RESILIENCE 
LEARNING AREAS AT LWR
The increasing adoption of resilience has been accompanied 
by an equally growing range of ‘open questions’ among 
international development practitioners, most of which relate 
to operationalizing resilience within complex development 
environments. 

The following are some of the key areas that have been 

areas and associated learning questions are being explored by 
the agency as part of new and ongoing initiatives, and through 
knowledge sharing with local partners and peer agencies.

The Linkages between Gender and Resilience  
What is the best way to design and implement gender-
sensitive approaches to resilience building? How does 
a gender-sensitive approach contribute to absorptive, 
adaptive and transformative capacities?

The Role of Social Capital in Resilience Building 
What role does social capital play in resilience building? 
What are the enabling and constraining factors of its 
role towards absorptive, adaptive and transformative 
capacities? How can this approach be scaled?

Resilience Building in Trans-boundary Settings 
What are the implications, the challenges and the 
opportunities of resilience interventions for communities 
located in cross-border regions? What factors related to 
scale need to be considered in order to build resilience 
in these regions?

Coffee Livelihoods’ Resilience 
What factors should be considered in the design, 
implementation and assessment of resilience 
interventions in coffee producing communities? How 
can we apply this learning to other value chains? What 
are the implications of this approach for smallholder 
farmers? What is the best way to engage the private 
sector as part of multi-sector approaches to build 
resilience in agricultural livelihoods? 

Bridging Emergency Response,  
Resilience and Development 
What are the linkages between emergency response, 
early recovery and resilience? What is the role of 
resilience in the transition between short-term 
responses and long-term sustainable development? 
How can LWR’s emergency response strategy be 
strengthened by adopting a resilience approach?

Throughout its resilience programming, LWR will continue to 
explore two cross-cutting themes: 

Resilience measurement approaches, including the 
design and use of indicators that are relevant, practical, 
and sensitive to time and resource constraints, and that 
foster learning about project impact.

The linkages between resilience conceptualization  
and development practice, including how resilience 

 
can be used more effectively to inform and  
strengthen development practice. 

FINAL REFLECTIONS 
The progressive integration of resilience into LWR’s global 
programming is based on the recognition that resilience 
approaches can enable more robust and inclusive development 
pathways. Resilience programming will continue to support 
LWR’s global development and emergency strategy through:

• New and ongoing partnerships. 

• Piloting and learning from innovative practices. 

• Participating and contributing to the  
broader resilience dialogue

• Strengthening institutional capacity from the  
knowledge and expertise of LWR staff and  
partner institutions in developing countries. 

Prepared by Angelica V. Ospina, PhD  
LWR’s Senior Technical Advisor for Resilience, with  
input from LWR’s International Program staff. 2015
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS 
Adaptive Management: This concept refers to practices that 
seek to make maximum use of the capacities of individuals 
working on a project or program, with the overall goal of 
learning by experimentation in order to determine the best 
management strategies in a given setting.9 

Change Agent: An individual who helps to transform an 
organization or a system, in order to achieve a higher 
outcome.10 

Gender Integration: Gender integration refers to the 
process by which “gender differences and inequalities are 

implementation, monitoring, and evaluation. Because the roles 
and relations of power between men and women affect how an 
activity is implemented, it is essential that project and activity 
planners address these issues on an ongoing basis.”11

Innovation: Innovation refers to “technologies or practices 
that are new to a given society. They are not necessarily  
new in absolute terms. Innovation involves these 
technologies or practices being diffused and used in the 
given economy or society.”12

Livelihood: “A livelihood comprises the capabilities, assets 
and activities required for a means of living. A livelihood is 
sustainable when it can cope with and recover from stresses 
and shocks and maintain or enhance its capabilities and 
assets both now and in the future, while not undermining  
the natural resource base.”13 

Participatory Approaches: Participatory approaches refer 
to processes that are empowering and educative, and build 
collegial relationships with and among local communities, 
creating new and validating existent knowledge.14  
In the project cycle, these approaches involve the active 
engagement of local populations (community members  
and/or institutions) at different stages. 

Shocks: “Shocks are sudden events that impact on the 
vulnerability of the system and its components. There are 
many different types of disaster-related shocks that can 
strike at different levels. These include disease outbreaks, 

winds, landslides, droughts or earthquakes. There can also 

violence, or shocks related to economic volatility.”15

Stressors: “Long-term trends that undermine the potential 
of a given system or process and increase the vulnerability 
of actors within it. These can include natural resource 
degradation, loss of agricultural production, urbanization, 
demographic changes, climate change, political instability 
and economic decline.”16
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RESILIENCE ATTRIBUTE DEFINITION
Robustness Ability of the community to maintain its characteristics, and continue to function despite the impact of 

shocks and stressors.
Self-Organization Ability of the community to independently re-arrange its functions and processes.

Learning Capacity of the community to gain or create knowledge, and strengthen the skills and capacities of its 
members.

Redundancy Availability of additional resources that can be accessed to respond to shocks and stressors and that are 
substitutable.

Rapidity Speed at which assets can be accessed or mobilized by the community to achieve goals in an efficient 
manner.

Scale Breadth of resources (e.g. at the regional, national or international levels) that a community can access to 
effectively overcome or adapt to the effects of shocks and stressors.

Diversity and Flexibility Ability of the community to undertake different courses of actions with available resources, enabling them 
to explore different options, innovate, and benefit from emerging opportunities.

Equity Extent to which the community provides equal access to rights, resources and opportunities to its 
members.

LIVELIHOOD CAPITALS DEFINITION
Social Capital Networks, together with shared norms, values and understandings, that enable individuals and groups to 

trust each other, collaborate and work together in pursuit of their livelihood objectives.
Economic Capital “Financial or economic capital denotes the financial resources that people use to achieve their livelihood 

objectives.”

Human Capital “The skills, knowledge, ability to labor and good health that together enable people to pursue different 
livelihood strategies and achieve their livelihood objectives.”

Natural Capital “Natural capital is the term used for the natural resource stocks from which resource flows  
and services (e.g. nutrient cycling, erosion protection) useful for livelihoods are derived.”

Physical Capital “Physical capital comprises the basic infrastructure and producer goods needed to support livelihoods.”

Source: Ospina, A.V. (2013) Climate Change Adaptation and Developing Country Livelihoods: The Role of 
Information and Communication Technologies, PhD thesis, IDPM, University of Manchester, UK

Source: Keeley, B. (2007). OECD Insights: Human Capital--How what you know shapes your life. Paris: OECD Publishing, 2007. pg. 102-105  
http://www.oecd.org/insights/37966934.pdf.

DFID (1999) ‘Framework: Social Capital,’ Sustainable Livelihoods Guidance Sheets, 2.3.1.-2.3.5, DFID, London.   

ANNEX 1:  LIVELIHOOD CAPITALS &  
ATTRIBUTES OF RESILIENT COMMUNITIES  
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