
Key Definitions 
 

The following definitions will be used in the Social Vulnerability training. They are based on definitions 

used by the IPCC and the Us National Climate Assessment. 

. 

 Hazard – the threat posed by current or future climate, environmental condition, a technology 

or societal event (e.g., riot, war) 

 Impact – the (potential or actually) manifesting effect of a hazard on a place or community 

 Risk – the probability of experiencing a certain (negative) impact at a certain time and place 

 Vulnerability – the susceptibility of being harmed by something (e.g., the impacts of climate 

change); vulnerability is a function of exposure, sensitivity and adaptive capacity: 

 E = exposure — size of the area and/or system, sector or group affected (i.e., does the 

event occur there or might it occur there under climate change?), and the magnitude of 

the stressor.  

 S = sensitivity — the characteristics of a system or population and the 

governance/market structures that influence the degree to which it is affected by 

stressors 

 A = adaptive capacity — capacities of the system, sector or group to resist impacts, 

cope with losses, regain functions, and adapt to change  

 Sometimes assessed using "the 5 Capitals/Assets framework" 

 Human - Skills, knowledge, information, ability to work , health, etc. 

 Natural - Land, water, air, wildlife, biodiversity, green space, etc. 

 Financial - Savings, credit, remittances, pensions, insurance, etc. 

 Physical - Shelter, transport, water, energy, information infrastructure 

 Social - Networks, groups, trust, access to institutions 

 Adaptation – the actions taken (proactively or reactively), using one's adaptive capacity, to 

adjust to changing climate/environmental conditions 

 Resilience – the capacity of a system to experience shocks while retaining essentially the same 

function, structure, feedbacks, and identity (i.e., absorb shocks) and recover due to its ability for 

self-organization, learning and adaptation 

  



VARIOUS DEFINITIONS OF RESILIENCE 

Categories and classes Definitions References 

(I) DESCRIPTIVE CONCEPT 
  

(Ia) ECOLOGICAL SCIENCE   

1) Original-ecological Measure of the persistence of systems and of their ability to 
absorb change and disturbance and still maintain the same 
relationships between populations or state variables 

Holling 1973:14 

2) Extended-ecological The capacity of a system to experience shocks while retaining 
essentially the same function, structure, feedbacks, and 
therefore identity 
With three characteristics: i) to absorb disturbances, ii) for self-
organization, and iii) for learning and adaptation 

Walker et al. 2006:2 
 
 
Walker et al. 2002 

3) Systemic-heuristic  Quantitative property that changes throughout ecosystem 
dynamics and occurs on each level of an ecosystem’s hierarchy 

Holling 2001 

4) Operational  Resilience of what to what?  
and 
The ability of the system to maintain its identity in the face of 
internal change and external shocks and disturbances 

Carpenter et al. 
2001 
Cumming et al. 2005 

(Ib) SOCIAL SCIENCES   

5) Sociological The ability of groups or communities to cope with external 
stresses and disturbances as a result of social, political, and 
environmental change 

Adger 2000:347 

6) Ecological-economic Transition probability between states as a function of the 
consumption and production activities of decision makers   and 
The ability of the system to withstand either market or 
environmental shocks without losing the capacity to allocate 
resources efficiently 

Brock et al. 
2002:273 
Perrings 2006:418 

7) Psychological The ability to properly adapt to stress and adversity, incl. the 
ability to make realistic plans and follow through with them, 
confidence in one's skills and abilities, communication and 
problem solving skills, and the ability to manage emotions 

APA Road to 
Resilience (2014) 

(II) HYBRID CONCEPT    

8) Ecosystem-services-related  The underlying capacity of an ecosystem to maintain desired 
ecosystem services in the face of a fluctuating environment and 
human use 

Folke et al. 2002:14 

9) Social-ecological system   

8a) Social-ecological  The capacity of a social-ecological systems to absorb recurrent 
disturbances (...) so as to retain essential structures, processes 
and feedbacks 

Adger et al. 
2005:1036 

8b) Resilience-approach  A perspective or approach to analyze social-ecological systems Folke 2006 

(III) NORMATIVE CONCEPT   

10) Metaphoric  Flexibility over the long term Pickett et al. 
2004:381 

11) Sustainability-related  Maintenance of natural capital in the long run  Ott and Döring 
2004:213f 

 

 

Source: Modified from: http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol12/iss1/art23/table1.html  

http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol12/iss1/art23/table1.html

