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in a norraG neWsBite blog-post roger Dale 
(2014) convincingly argued how “without theory, 
there are only opinions”, in response to the seem-
ingly unquestioned belief in ‘big data’ country 
comparisons and the political implications con-
nected to pisa survey results. this argument, i 
believe, could also be loosely applied with a dif-
ferent focus, namely the recent massive adoption 
of the concept of resilience by actors working in 
the field of education, conflict (or peacebuilding) 
and emergencies. i argue there is a need for a solid 
theorisation and understanding of the roots and 
current conceptualisations of the term resilience, 
in order to unravel how, why and in what ways this 
swift adoption of this resilience discourse might 
impact on the experiences of those actually living 
educational realities in emergency or conflict sit-
uations.

1. The resilience-hype: 
the new kid on the educa-
tion-in-emergencies block
 
over the past few years, the word ‘resilience’ has 
made its appearance in a variety of international 
reports, newsletters, discussion fora and debates 
more generally, and specifically in the broader field 
of education in conflict and emergencies. Why did 
resilience become the new kid on the block? ac-
cording to an oecD factsheett (2013), “there is a 
growing recognition that different types of risks 
– violence and conflict, climate change, disasters, 
global shocks, and other risk factors such as ur-
banisation and ageing populations – are inter-con-

nected” and hence need to be addressed in a col-
laborative and coordinated manner. is ‘resilience’ 
an answer?

“the concept of resilience and how 
it relates to education in conflict 
and emergency situations is em-
ployed by a range of different ac-
tors, all with sligthly varying con-
ceptualisations, rationales  and 
approaches”

in line with this reasoning, inee’s working group 
on education and Fragility  has formulated resil-
ience as one of their key focus areas of work for 
the coming year in the notes of their meeting in 
Washinton Dc (october 2013). inee has developed 
into a key actor that brought and brings forward 
the education in emergencies discourse, which 
strives for the inclusion of education in humani-
tarian responses and a genuine concern to protect 
children in very difficult circumstances. however, 
the evidence suggests that, whilst the argument 
may receive growing recognition amongst those 
involved in education and emergencies networks, 
those working within other sectors still have to be 
convinced of education’s role in emergencies and 
(post) conflict settings. the Unesco education 
for all Global Monitoring report (2011:3)  highlights 
how despite a decade of advocacy education still 
receives only 2% of humanitarian aid and receives 
the lowest response to funds requested when 
compared to food, health, shelter, water and san-
itation. this picture is confirmed by field office re-
ports that illustrate the difficulties for education 
(sector) support to compete with security, gover-
nance, economic and other social sectors during 
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and after conflict. in the best scenario, education 
is perceived as part of longer-term development 
strategy, but often still left out of more immediate 
humanitarian responses. 

poster displayed at the entrance of UniceF’s building, 
UniceF hQ, new york 

From this perspective, to search for common 
ground and a way to bridge the work (and thinking) 
of humanitarian, reconstruction and development 
actors in (post-)conflict and emergency situations, 
resilience has recently been adopted as a poten-
tial ‘glue’ between those sectors – also when look-
ing at the role of education. here, we come back to 
the oecD  factsheet (2013) factsheet, proposing 
“resilience as a common goal [that] has the poten-
tial to bring together humanitarians, stabilisation 
and development actors; actors working on disas-
ter risk reduction, conflict prevention and climate 
change; and others working on social, economic 
and institutional development” (yet leaving actors 
working on longer term peacebuilding effirst un-
mentioned). But what do we really mean when we 
use the concept resilience? 

2. What is resilience?
academic debates

resilience is rooted in several disciplines and 
approaches, including the natural sciences, (chil-
dren’s) psychology, social sciences, development 
studies, etc. one popular approach is that of ‘eco-
logical resilience’ in relation to climate change 
(adger, 2000).  resilience is most often referred 
to as a process rather than a trait. in contexts of 
conflict or adversity, it is synonimous to recover-

ing from shocks, rebuilding infrastructure and sys-
tems, and at the individual level to protect from 
severe psychological problems (e.g. post traumat-
ic stress syndrome, ptss). nowadays, resilience 
can refer to several scales, including individual 
resilience, community resilience, institution resil-
ience, state resilience and so forth. 

in relation to political violence, sousa et al (2013: 
236, 244)  conclude that there is still no clear nor 
common definition of ‘resilience’. they distinguish 
between individual and collective dimensions of 
resilience, and perceive schooling (alongside work 
opportunities) as crucial factors that operate 
within the relationship between individuals and 
their communities to protect individual well-being 
in the face of political violence, as school becomes 
“a social resource that fosters a sense of normalcy 
and purpose in the midst of chaos”. 

in their overview work on child and youth resil-
ience from a psychological perspective, nolte-
meyer and Bush (2013)  use the definition of Mas-
ten (1999: 283) who proposed resilience refers 
to “…patterns of desirable behavior in situations 
where adaptive functioning or development have 
been or currently are significantly threatened by 
adverse experiences or rearing conditions”, while 
adding that resilience is not a singular personality 
trait but rather refers to a process or phenomenon 
that may be influenced by individual characteris-
tics, social systems and environments. 

also contributing to these debates about resil-
ience in child and youth developmental processes 
and well-being, liebenberg and Ungar (2009) pro-
vide a useful genealogy of the field of psycholog-
ical research on resilience. Where a first wave of 
research since the 1950’s focused on resilience as 
an outcome (young people beating the odds), the 
second wave researchers studied mechanisms 
and resilience as a process of interaction between 
an individual and its environment. a third and more 
recent wave has shifted focus on young people’s 
assets (internal and external resources), while the 
fourth and current wave (that includes the work 
of these authors) claims that resilience is discur-
sively negotiated and influenced by the (cultural) 
context. in this view, studying children’s resilience 
and self-efficacy (Kirby and Fraser, 1997 in lieb-
enberg and Ungar, 2009) requires assessing risks 
and the broader environment children and youth in 
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difficult circumstances are situated in: “resilience 
is the positive end of the development continu-
um that occurs for children who experience both 
acute and chronic exposure to stressors like pov-
erty, abuse, war, violence, neglect, drug addictions, 
mental illness, disability, marginalization, racism, 
and a myriad of other ways their well-being is 
threathened (2009: 3).” While recognizing that the 
myriad of definitions of resilience remains dispa-
rate and fuzzy, Ungar attempts to provide a com-
prehensive working definition of resilience for the 
field of education and youth psychology: 

“in the context of exposure to significant adversi-
ty, whether psychological, environmental, or both, 
resilience is both the capacity of individuals to 
navigate their way to health-sustaining resources, 
including opportunities to experience feelings of 
well-being, and a condition of the individual’s fam-
ily, community, and culture to provide these health 
resources and experiences in culturally meaning-
ful ways” (2009: 6). 

Mark Duffield, in an online recorded presentation 
in 2012, questioned the idea that in times of aus-
terity “we all need to be resilient”, weather this is 
to “bounce back” from natural disasters, massive 
economic crises or acts of terrorism. he convinc-
ingly argued why the current dominance of resil-
ience-thinking in both popular media and political 
discourse is troublesome, as it follows a neo-lib-
eral reasoning that urges every individual to take 
care and responsibility for their own security and 
ability to cope with risks. in a world where inequal-
ities are deeply rooted in many societies, this can 
lead to an “exclusivity of a bunkered life” for only 
an elite few.

international organisations

Moving from these more academic debates into 
the ongoing debates and usage of ‘resilience’ by 
a range of international actors now, we zoom in 
to the connections between education and resil-
ience. For example, the World Banks’ education 
resilience approaches (era) programme  (reyes 
2013) claims that resilience is important because 
it helps individuals and communities to deal with 
adversities, through promoting strong education 
systems and social cohesion in fragile contexts. 
in the World Bank’s education notes of May 2013  
reyes (2013a) states that “resilience matters be-
cause not only is learning and school success pos-
sible in spite of adversity, education can also be 
the vehicle to overcome adversity”. educational 

resilience is hence on the one hand perceived as 
students’ individual ability to succeed in educa-
tional terms despite difficult circumstances, while 
at the institutional level education systems them-
selves can also be(come) resilient, as well as sup-
port resilience for students and the broader com-
munity and society. thus, the World Bank (reyes, 
2013: 5) defines resilience as “the ability of human 
beings (and their communities and the institutions 
that serve them) to recover, succeed, and undergo 
positive transformations in the face of adversity.”

 

picture of childrens’ drawings, UniceF hQ, new york

in a 2013 oecD Factsheet on ‘What does “resil-
ience” Mean for Donors?’, it is mentioned how re-
silience is “the ability of individuals, communities 
and states and their institutions to absorb and re-
cover from shocks, whilst positively adapting and 
transforming their structures and means for living 
in the face of long-term changes and uncertainty”. 
in addition, “development programmes [should] 
ensure the resilience of health, education and so-
cial protection systems, even in times of major cri-
sis”, yet is not further elaborated how this should 
be accomplished. in an earlier oecD report (2008: 
123), resilience is framed as the opposite end of 
fragility, as “resilience derives from a combination 
of capacity and resources, effective institutions 
and legitimacy, all of which are underpinned by po-
litical processes that mediate state-society rela-
tions and expectations”. While acknowledging the 
sensitivities of using the term ‘fragility’ and ‘frag-
ile states’ as a negative demeanor, Unesco-iiep 
in an editorial of a newsletter (2009) a also places 
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resilience at the other end of the fragility-contin-
uum and portays education as a means to rebuild 
resilience. 

UsaiD (2012: 5), in the context of food insecurity 
and (natural) disasters, defines “resilience to re-
current crisis as the ability of people, households, 
communities, countries, and systems to mitigate, 
adapt to and recover from shocks and stresses in 
a manner that reduces chronic vulnerability and 
facilitates inclusive growth”. in this view, building 
resilience will contribute to reduced humanitarian 
need over time. the UnDp (2013) similarly relates 
resilience more closely to natural disasters, and as 
a means to prevent crisis and enable recovery. ed-
ucation (infrastructure) is included as an import-
ant part of the reconstruction process. 

“an emphasis on resilience might 
lead development actors to priori-
tize strategies that focus more on 
immediate coping with adversity, 
rather than the (often longer-term) 
addressing of inequalities and in-
justice in order to transform the 
structural conditions that generate 
conflict in the first place.”

the peacebuilding, education and advocacy 
(pBea) programme, a partnership among UniceF, 
the Government of the netherlands, the national 
governments of participating countries and other 
key partners, is a cross-sectoral programme that 
focuses on education and peacebuilding. “its over-
all goal is to strengthen resilience, social cohesion, 
and human security in conflict-affected contexts, 
including countries at risk of, experiencing or re-
covering from conflict.”  UniceF more broadly 
seems to adopt a primarily humanitarian approach 
to strengthen resilience that is focused on the 
agency of children and youth (UniceF-ret 2013) 
, as well as the communities they belong to, as it 
illustrated in a Global Mapping of communication 
for Development interventions in peacebuilding 
and conflict transformation (2013).

in sum, the concept of resilience and how it relates 
to education in conflict and emergency situations 
is employed by a range of different actors, all with 
sligthly varying conceptualisations, rationales and 
approaches to establish resilience. While it is cer-
tainly not the purpose of this text to provide one 

clear-cut and overarching working definition for 
resilience, if this would even be a possibilty, what i 
do propose is to consider a range of questions and 
areas in need of further exploration if the route of 
resilience is taken (seriously).

3. Resilience for whom? 
And resilience for what?
considering these many different interpreta-
tions of resilience, and its rather wide and recent 
adoptation, these are some of the questions that 
need to be asked:

•	 What is the reason that the concept or idea of 
resilience gained so much popularity, not least 
in the field of education in situations of con-
flict and emergencies – and who/what are the 
main driving forces? 

•	 Who is actually supposed to become ‘resil-
ient’, is everyone or every group in society po-
sitioned to ‘become equally resilient’ or would 
some people perhaps be better situated or 
equipped to become ‘more resilient than oth-
ers’?

•	 and if people are stimulated or supported to 
become ‘resilient’, who is supporting this re-
silience, and what ‘type of resilience’ would be 
the desired result? 

•	 What if in some cases resilience would mean 
to continue with a status quo that is not nec-
essarily beneficial for all groups in society (in 
terms of social justice and equality)? 

•	 and moving from the individual to the collec-
tive or institutional level, what if an education 
system that was partly a driver of structural 
inequalities that contributed to the causes of 
conflict in the first place, becomes resilient 
and hence continues to trigger such tensions? 

•	 can and should education systems become re-
silient, in what ways, under what circumstanc-
es and how?

•	 how would we be able to ‘measure’ whether 
resilience is achieved, and who establishes the 
indicators or targets for this? 
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in short, what i want to highlight with raising these 
questions as a starting point for further discus-
sion, is a concern that an emphasis on resilience 
might lead development actors to prioritize strat-
egies that focus more on immediate coping with 
adversity, rather than the (often longer-term) ad-
dressing of inequalities and injustice in order to 
transform the structural conditions that generate 
conflict in the first place. a possible concern is 
that a burden of responsibility is placed on individ-
uals and communities, rather than governments 
and institutions as duty bearers.
 

4. From “only opinions” to 
a theoretical unravelling 
of resilience

resilience seems to be a broad enough term to 
include the approaches, however ideologically 
underpinned, by a wide range of actors. it might 
especially serve those actors that frame educa-
tion as an a-political endeavour. in a sense, most 
of the resilience approaches adopted by interna-
tional organisations mentioned above, seems to 
follow a (humanitarian, short term and problem 
solving) ‘do no harm’ approach, or in some cases 
a ‘conflict sensitive’ approach – resilience in this 
case could be seen as a way to navigate the sta-
tus quo in the best possible way. coming back to 
the work of roger Dale (2006), such programming 
for resilience approaches that seek to (at least) 
restore a certain status quo, might fit with what 
he, based on the work of cox, calls a problem-solv-
ing approach. My above-mentioned concerns and 
questions make the case for the need to move 
away from problem-solving approaches only, and 
into more transformative, social justice oriented 
approaches, that seek to question, challenge and 
address the underlying structural root causes of 
inequalities and conflict – while, at the same time, 
acknowledging the inherently political nature of 
any educational system or initiative. as challenge 
and transformation are not necessarily smooth 
processes in any situation, let alone in conflict-af-
fected contexts, this might entail what Davies 
(2006:13) in her ‘education-war interface’  terms 
‘positive conflict’ – an active struggle against vi-
olence through critical reflection, engagement 
and dialogue. hence, as novelli and smith (2011:7) 
argue in a study conducted for UniceF, education 
programming should be based on high quality po-

litical economy and conflict analysis that is sensi-
tive to the conflict dynamics of local contexts, and 
support from external actors has to be informed, 
sensitive and patient: “the more intrusive and ex-
ternally driven, the less self-organized and sus-
tainable the outcome, and we need to recognize 
the potential for us to do harm, despite our best 
intentions.”

“there is a need to move away from 
problem-solving approaches only, 
and look into more transformative, 
social justice oriented approaches, 
that seek to question, challenge 
and address the underlying struc-
tural root causes of inequalities 
and conflict – while, at the same 
time, acknowledging the inherently 
political nature of any educational 
system or initiative.”

this need for high quality (cultural) political econ-
omy and conflict analysis to start to grasp the 
complexities of the challenges faced by those ex-
periencing war, emergencies and conflict, is a field 
where efforts of local stakeholders, international 
actors and (local, and to some extent internation-
al) academic researchers can come together. as 
researchers, we can start to explore the ambi-
gous connections between education, resilience 
and transformative forms of peacebuilding, as 
these form an area in need for in-depth study and 
consideration. Being reflexive of the debates on 
children’s resilience from a psychological per-
spective, liebenberg and Ungar (2009) claim that 
“studying well-being in relation to adversity de-
mands research methods that are better tailored 
to the needs of resilience researchers”. these au-
thors present a range of useful methodological 
orientations for studying resilience among youth 
– including the need to deal with unequal power 
relations between researcher and young respon-
dents; avoiding oppressive methods that fail to 
enhance trust; cultural sensitivity rather than voy-
euristiccally studying indigenous societies; and 
genuine participation and inclusion of youth voic-
es in (action) research. 
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Finally, together with Mario novelli and alan smith 
(2014), we recently proposed an analytical frame-
work that is grounded in critical theory and incor-
porates a multiscalar, and social justice oriented 
perspective to analyse the role of education in 
fostering sustainable and positive peace. 

it is hoped that the ongoing development of such 
a theoretical and analytical framework helps to in-
crease an understanding of the role of education 
in the conflict-affected contexts it is focused on, 
and at the same time to understand the impact of 
the various resilience discourses and actual impli-
cations for programmatic responses. Following 
Dale’s words, with a more solid theoretical explo-
ration, we can start to move away from “only opin-
ions” on resilience.

Mieke T.A. Lopes Cardozo is assistant professor 
at the University of amsterdam, the netherlands, 
coordinator of the is academie on education and 
international Development, and co-director of the 
research consortium on education and peace-
building. Email: mlopescardozo@fmg.uva.nl 
https://educationanddevelopment.wordpress.
com/members/mieke-lopes-cardozo/

this paper partly draws on a conference paper 
prepared in collaboration with prof. alan smith for 
the cies conference in toronto, March 2014. i am 
thankful for the feedback provided by colleagues 
and students at the University of amsterdam on a 
version of this text, and to feedback by prof. alan 
smith from the University of Ulster, prof. Mario 
novelli at the University of sussex and prof. Mi-
chel carton from norraG.
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