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ABSTRACT 
This study is the result of a two-year long minor field study project of informal settlements in 

Buenos Aires, Argentina. The aim was to analyse the concept of disaster resilience by 

describing possible contemporary complications in both theory and practice related to 

resilience and risks of informal settlements in Buenos Aires. For this reason I have applied the 

theoretical concept of resilience used by United Nations International Strategy for Disaster 

Reduction (UNISDR). The research has been conducted in two local settings of informal 

settlements by using a qualitative case study approach of semi-structured interviews and 

observations. The chosen area of empirics has been limited to local voluntary and political 

organisations in a context of self-organization were all chosen interviewees have some 

relation to either projects or organizations in the area. The results show that local context of 

functionality depends on different political strategies that can either restrict or assist the 

process of resilience, which can occur on both individual and collective levels of community. 

In this context resistance to natural hazards becomes contradictive in absence of prevention 

when resilience is achieved without even touching high levels of vulnerability such as drugs 

and violence. In this setting United Nations stands before a change of paradigms in either 

continuing to manage disasters or change focus to manage underlying drivers of risks.  
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RESUMEN 
Este estudio es el resultado de un proyecto de dos años de un estudio de campo menor sobre 

los asentamientos informales en Buenos Aires, Argentina. El propósito fue analizar el 

concepto de resiliencia de los desastres, describiendo las posibles complicaciones 

contemporáneos tanto en la teoría y la práctica, en relación con la resiliencia y los riesgos de 

los asentamientos informales en Buenos Aires. Por esta razón he aplicado el concepto teórico 

de la resiliencia utilizada por la Estrategia Internacional para la Reducción de Desastres de 

las Naciones Unidas (UNISDR). La investigación se ha realizado en dos configuraciones 

locales de los asentamientos informales, mediante el uso de un enfoque de estudio de caso 

cualitativo de observaciones y entrevistas semi-estructuradas. El área elegida de análisis 

empírico se ha limitado a las organizaciones locales de voluntarios y políticos en un contexto 

de auto-organización, donde todos los entrevistados han sido elegidos porque tienen alguna 

relación con cualquiera de los proyectos u organizaciones de la zona. Los resultados 

muestran que el contexto local de la funcionalidad depende de diferentes estrategias políticas 

que pueden restringir o asistir al proceso de resiliencia, esto puede ocurrir en ambos niveles 

individuales y colectivos de la comunidad. En este contexto, la resistencia a las amenazas 

naturales se vuelve contradictorio por la ausencia de la prevención, cuando se alcanza la 

capacidad de resiliencia sin tocar los altos niveles de vulnerabilidad, como las drogas y la 

violencia. En este escenario las Naciones Unidas se encuentra ante un cambio de paradigma, 

ya sea continuar para gestionar los desastres o cambiar de enfoque para gestionar 

los  factores subyacentes de los riesgos. 
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INTRODUCTION 
This chapter introduces the chosen area of research followed by problematic issues, aim, 
research questions and limits of study 
 
Today more than half of the world´s population lives in urban areas globally interconnected as 

never before. Since the 1950´s the growth of urban population has gone from 745 million 

people to nearly 4 billion urban habitants in 2014. This illustrates not only the fact of 

increased urban areas, but also the expected future growth of another 2.5 billion people in 

urban areas by 2050. Even if the main part of urban population can be found in smaller urban 

cities of less than 500 000 people the most significant growth are expected to take place in 

medium-sized and so called mega-cities of 1 to 5 or 10 million people and more. In fact the 

phenomenon of megacities has gone from 10 cities in 1990 to the prognostic view of 41 cities 

by end of 2030 according to United Nations report on World Urbanization Prospects 2014 

(UN 2014a). Surrounded and attracted by interconnected technology and economic prosperity 

these huge cities do not only bring wealth and happiness. In fact many of those who are 

leaving rural areas in hope for a better life within the boundaries of cities might instead find 

themselves trapped into urban areas characterized by violence, poverty and poor socio-

economic conditions (UN 2014b). 

   United Nations programme for human settlements predicts that by 2030 there will be almost 

3 billion living under poor housing conditions characterised as so called city slums, defined in 

limited access of: safe water; sanitation and infrastructure; structural quality of housing; 

overcrowding and insecure residential status (UN-habitat 2012). Per definition of illegal 

land-use and the extensive risk of health these areas of slums are commonly named as 

informal settlements defined by UN-habitat and the World Health Organization as:  

 
i) Residential areas where a group of housing units has been constructed on land to 

which the occupants have no legal claim, or which they occupy illegally;  

ii) Unplanned settlements and areas where housing is not in compliance with current 

planning and building regulations. 

(WHO 1999) 

 
When defining informal settlements United Nations carefully notes that this does not include 

“homeless people” nor does it include unauthorized settlements that in some way have been 

granted temporary or permanent permissions (WHO 1999). This is some notably distinctions 

to make since the term of informal settlements takes different shapes and names depending on 
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local context and country of origin, which further has caused critics on using the word 

“slums” by invoking negative tendencies such as reinforced stigmatization of people living in 

these areas (Huchzermeyer 2011:9). 

   In this context United Nations withholds that the characteristics of these urban areas are far 

from homogenous and the boundaries and definitions can therefore be both blurring and 

complex depending on local setting (UN-habitat 2006). So for above reasons this study will 

define the Argentine context of city slums according to the definition and concept of informal 

settlements characterized as being poor, crowded and highly insecure often located in 

disaster-prone areas vulnerable to natural hazards and risks, with a notion of variations in both 

present state authority and grade of deprivation (Cravino 2011).  

 

Research problem 
When speaking of fast urbanization and development in countries and regions vulnerable to 

natural disasters and social inequality, the concept of resilience has become very popular and 

by many also adopted by United Nations International Strategy for Disaster Reduction 

(UNISDR). The understanding of risks and vulnerability is by this perspective crucial for 

mitigating disasters, which means that every action can either increase the vulnerability of a 

community or help it become more resilient (UNISDR 2015b). By this definition becoming 

more resilient derives from the ability of bouncing back to functionality in times of hazardous 

events, which depends on a community’s available resources and the capability of organising 

itself (UNISDR 2009). This makes the concept not only normative in defining what bouncing 

back to functionality really means, but also problematic in terms of available resources and 

self-organization that seems to neglect the important aspect of prevention, risks and future 

vulnerability in favour of immediate response actions (Davoudi 2012). 

   These questions have made scholars and researchers especially in essence of politics asking 

for whom and for what are we really building resilience? Can there really be equal meaning 

and understanding of resilience within every level of a community (Duit, Galaz, Eckerberg & 

Ebbesson 2010). In fact Olsson, Jerneck, Thoren, Persson & O’Byrne (2015) has shown in a 

recently published study that the majority of social science is highly underrepresented in the 

academic debate on resilience, which is mainly dominated by ecological and environmental 

studies deriving from the theoretical perspective of complex social-ecological systems 

(Olsson et al. 2015). So when considering politics and international policymaking in terms of 

resilience and self-organization one has to be aware of the political meaning and possible 
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consequences of making priorities in a local context (Davoudi 2012:305). If not, resilience as 

a community concept would only risk becoming counterproductive in both reducing poverty 

and reducing risks of disasters (Olsson et al. 2015; UNISDR 2015e:xiii). For this reason 

UNISDR themselves admit that the concept of disaster risk reduction does now stand before a 

change of paradigms in either continuing to manage disasters and natural hazards, or shifting 

focus into rather managing underlying drivers of risks (UNISDR 2015e:xvi).  

 

Aim  
The aim of this study will be to analyse the concept of disaster resilience by describing 

possible contemporary complications in both theory and practice related to resilience and risk 

of informal settlements in Buenos Aires, Argentina. For this reason I will apply the theoretical 

concept of resilience used by United Nations International Strategy for Disaster Reduction 

(UNISDR). 

 

Research questions 
Following research questions specifies the aim:  

a) What is resilience according to the academic debate and definition of United Nations 

International Strategy for Disaster Reduction? 

b) How can we understand self-organization according to the process of resilience and 

perception of risk in informal settlements of Buenos Aires, Argentina?  

c) What possible complications on theory and practice could this have for International 

disaster policy in terms of United Nations frameworks for Action of Disaster Risk 

Reduction? Is there a need of changing paradigms? 

 

Limits of study 
According to time and comprehension of this research project, the study will be limited to 

include two specific areas of informal settlements in Buenos Aires, Argentina. Further framed 

by aim and research questions the theoretical framework will focus on self-organization, the 

process of resilience and perception of risks. In terms of International disaster policy this 

study is limited to the United Nations International Strategy of Disaster Reduction 

(UNISDR), but only in hypothetically terms without any relation to possible contemporary 

projects of disaster risk reduction in Argentina.  
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
This chapter begins with a theoretical background on resilience followed by a presentation of 
United Nations concept of disaster risk reduction and this study´s theoretical model 
 
Resilience 
What is the concept of resilience? 

The definition of resilience is a contested concept with a wide background of disciplines 

ranging from natural sciences to psychological and ecological areas. Deriving from the Latin 

word: resiliere [jump back] this suggests something that bounces back to its normal state or 

equilibrium in times of adversity (CARRI 2013:2-3). But bouncing back could also mean 

going back to an already undesirable situation, especially in a social context of crises and 

disasters when going back will leave the community in same vulnerably condition as before 

the disaster (Davoudi 2012:302; Klein, Nicholls, & Thomalla 2004:14). This means that the 

definition of resilience may vary quite a lot depending on different disciplines and concepts of 

studies, which makes it difficult and some may even say controversy to agree upon one single 

definition (Mayunga 2007; Olsson, Jerneck, Thoren, Persson, & O’Byrne 2015). 

 

The academic debate and evolution of resilience  

Though the concept of resilience is growing and becoming more and more popular among 

researchers and scholars, the academic debate in both theory and practice is far from 

homogenous. This makes the concept wide and precautionary to use, especially when 

transferring the concept between natural and social sciences (Davoudi 2012:305). However 

the literature shows both advantages and faults so lets begin in the field of technology.  

   Even if most of the literature refers to the field of ecology or in some cases psychology as 

pioneers (Olsson et al. 2015:1), Bodin & Wiman (2004:34) argues that resilience, or rather 

elasticity origin from technical systems and the concept of stability rooted in engineering and 

mathematics. Depending on the time of return to its equilibrium after a displacement, the 

stability concept were rather unchallenged in technical terms before the Canadian ecologist C. 

S. Holling (1973) changed this by defining two types of resilience: Ecological and 

Engineering (Davoudi 2012:300). Based on same idea of systems, stability and a state of 

equilibrium the engineering resilience here reflects the “resistance to disturbance” and the 

speed of bouncing back to a single equilibrium, while the ecological resilience is defined by 

the “magnitude of disturbance” a system could take before switching into various domains of 

stability (Holling 1996:53).  
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   The definition of ecological resilience by “persistence” and “ability” to adaption within 

ecological systems (Holling 1973:17), reflects upon the meaning of stability, complexity and 

change that is quite different from a technical system based perspective on mathematical 

rules, components and function (Bodin & Wiman 2004:39). While ecologists define stability 

in a system by equilibrium in either bouncing back (engineering) or switching (ecological) to 

one or another (Davoudi 2012:301), the technical definition of system-stability rather focus 

on the “capacity to remain there”, if the system at all strives to return to an equilibrium (Bodin 

& Wiman 2004:36).  

   From this foundation then the concept of social-ecological resilience developed. Neil Adger 

(2000) defines social resilience in relation to ecology as “the ability of communities to 

withstand external shocks to their social infrastructure”, and points out a clear linkage 

regarding social dependency on ecological and environmental resources in environmental as 

well as economic and political turbulence (Adger 2000:361). Some call this form of social-

ecological type of resilience for evolutionary in terms of unpredictable, complex and chaotic 

changes that could appear from both inside and outside a social or ecological system, 

seemingly without any rational explanation. In this case faced with an adversity the system 

hardly ever come back to normality as it was before (Davoudi 2012:302).  

   Central for the evolutionary understanding is the “Adaptive cycle” (Fig.1) in the “Panarchy 

model”, which of consist of four phases: growth (r), conservation (K), creative destruction 

(Ω), and reorganisation (α), that interact in integrated adaptive cycles unfixed in time, size 

and series. This suggests a constant process of change and when struck by adversity it is 

becoming resilient (Davoudi 2012:303).  

 
Fig. 1 Panarchy Model and the Adaptive Cycle  
Note. Modified Gunderson & Holling 2002 (Folke 2006:258) 
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Folke (2006) exemplifies this by the small and fast cycle making a “revolt” in terms of a 

small bush fire that spreads into a creative destruction of larger and slower cycles as trees and 

forests before finally allowing new ecological systems re-organising and enter growth and 

conservation, transferring experience in a dynamic self learning process (Folke 2006:259).  

   However translating this into the social world also means confronting an amount of 

paradoxes and critical issues in turning a crisis into an opportunity, being prepared and at the 

same time rely upon self-organisation (Davoudi 2012:305). From an individual perspective 

maintaining a stable equilibrium is favourable and going from healthy to traumatized in case 

of an adversity would not be considered resilient (Bonanno 2004:20), but in social-ecological 

terms this just means re-organising into another domain of stability (Davoudi 2012:305).  

   When entering the perspective of organisations there is not much to be said from the field of 

ecology, the direction is now rather moving into management business focusing on 

standardization, quality and continuity planning in detecting, preventing and acting upon risks 

and crises that could be disruptive for production (ASIS 2009:2). Dominated by 

organizational theory and Aaron Wildavsky´s definition from 1988 of something that 

“bounces back to an acceptable state of normality”, this perspective relates more to a 

technical definition of resilience (Somers 2009:12).  Arje Boin and Michel J. G. van Eeten 

(2013) distinguish here between two types of resilience: precursor and recovery, when 

comparing the concept with organizational characteristics of so called High Reliability 

Organizations (HROs)1. The first addresses the ability of “change” without catastrophic 

failure, while the last refers to  “response” and bouncing back to normality (Boin & van Eeten 

2013:431). Similar as the distinction between the engineering and social-ecological resilience 

one indicate equilibrium and the other one dynamic change (Davoudi 2012:302). The problem 

is however as Boin and van Eeten (2013:442) states how to make an organization both 

flexible and decentralized in problem solving and at the same time keep it highly structured in 

decision-making. 

   Moving into the domain of community resilience the Community And Regional Resilience 

Institute (CARRI) suggests the working definition of resilience as a community’s “capability 

to anticipate risk, limit impact, and bounce back rapidly in face of turbulent change” with a 

focus on adaptation that in any form has to contribute in a positive manner to the community 

(CARRI 2013:10). So while bouncing back to functionality the question arouses to which 

kind of normality and type of community. Davoudi (2012:302) takes the example of the 2005 
                                                
1 Definition of High Reliability Organization (HROs): Organisation that works under high technical competence, within a 
deep culture of reliability regarding safety both in structures of formality and decentralized problem solving ex. Nuclear 
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Hurricane Katrina that revealed a social situation that no one wanted to return to, which in 

this context focus on natural induced crises and disasters.   

   Resilience in this perspective depends on available resources and capability of organising 

itself in terms of “resist, absorb, accommodate to and recover from the effects of a hazard in 

timely and efficient manner” and restore basic functionality (UNISDR 2009:24). Both 

community and disaster resilience has gained substantial popularity especially since United 

Nations adopted the Hyogo Framework for disaster risk reduction in reducing disaster losses 

by incorporating guiding principles of resilience into policymaking of communities and 

nations (UNISDR 2005d). But when considering politics and policy making one also has to 

consider for whom and for what, which leads to the final question if there really can be equal 

meaning and improvement of all kinds of resilience within a community (Cote & Nightingale 

2012:485; Davoudi 2012:306; Duit, Galaz, Eckerberg & Ebbesson 2010:365; Friend & 

Moench 2013:111; Olsson et al. 2015:6; Klein, Nicholls, & Thomalla 2004:14; Manyena 

2011; Tyler & Moench 2012:323). 

 
Dilemmas in development and politics 

In our contemporary time of globalization and fast growing urban areas, development and 

politics especially from a disaster and crisis management perspective has come to be much 

about how to manage huge cities in a very complex and diverse setting (Prior & Roth 

2013:59). For example, this creates a dilemma of both development and governance when a 

complex system could be seen as robust, redundant and flexible by being largely 

interconnected in organisations, services and economic opportunities, but at the same time 

also slow, interdependent and vulnerable because of external connections and inefficient 

governance (Duit et al. 2010:366; Prior & Roth 2013:60). This means that in a city 

characterized by an open system, risks tend to have a spreading effect especially in case of 

major disturbances or disasters, which demands strong knowledge about specific 

vulnerabilities and populations in order to manage effective response and recovery actions 

(Prior & Roth 2013:66-69).   

   From a resilience perspective this addresses a type of governance and policy process that 

can be both adaptive and stable in order to handle rapid change and still remain functional in 

governing behaviour (Duit et al. 2010:367). This indicates to feature of diversity, negotiation 

and local participation, rather than a linear project policy approach exclusively formulated by 

decision makers (Friend, Jarvie, Reed, Sutarto, Thinphanga & Toan 2013:3). But making 

space for public debate could be problematic especially in a context of fast urbanization and 
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weak accountable governance that not only tend to restrict public access in policymaking 

(Friend et al. 2013:12). Local government might not even be able gain access to certain areas 

because of violence, conflicts or insecurity and therefore much less in providing basic 

services and protection, which in urban areas mostly refers to informal settlements (Friend & 

Moench 2013:103; O'Brien, O'Keefe, Rose, & Wisner 2006:67; Seeliger & Turok 2013:189). 

   Poverty in this case is not just about assets and wealth or being vulnerable to natural 

hazards, but also the degree of social and political influence, which all contributes to 

livelihood and wellbeing (Friend & Moench 2013:104). Resilience in the context of 

emergency and disaster management focus on available resources and adaptive capacities, not 

on immediate needs and vulnerabilities, which creates problems when community resources 

are not available (O'Brien et al. 2006:71).  

   The dilemma of development is then further reinforced by short-term humanitarian relief 

actions mostly driven by non-state actors that tends to take over responsibility from long-term 

state development (O'Brien et al. 2006:67). Even if more developed countries can afford 

better prevention and risk reduction measures, this cannot alone solve the underlying socio-

economic and political factors of inequality and poverty (O'Brien et al. 2006:76). Despite 

these dilemmas O´Brien et al. (2010) admits that resilience thinking in terms of self-

organisation and prevention could help development and humanitarian relief actions to meet 

and become more effective from both perspectives (O'Brien et al. 2006:76).  

   However in the world of politics and social science this has to be done with caution partly 

because of the term self-organisation could be perceived as “self-reliance” and signal state-

withdrawal rather than state-supportive actions that further make resilience become highly 

normative (Davoudi 2012:305). From a governance perspective Duit, Galaz, Eckerberg & 

Ebbesson (2010:365) even suggests that the term “social resilience” should be avoided 

especially in the notion of bouncing back of social-ecological concepts, which tend to ignore 

common social science imperatives as power, justice and democracy (Duit et al. 2010:367). In 

fact Olsson et al. (2015) shows in a recently published article that social science is striking 

under-represented in the academic debate on resilience, which is heavily dominated by 

environmental and ecological studies leaning on some ontological explanations and theories 

that social sciences since long has abandoned or at least restrained (Olsson et al. 2015:6). For 

example this problematizes the use of system ontology as universal, functionalism as non-

dynamic and conservative, self-organisation as hiding the politics, which by unifying the 

concept would only risk making it even more counterproductive in reducing poverty and 
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advancing in multidisciplinary research. So in avoiding scientific imperialism Olsson et al. 

(2015) instead suggests a pluralistic approach where each researcher focuses on its discipline.  

   So when building resilience from a development and policy perspective, you can hardly 

escape the fact that some kind of political distribution or decision-making has to be done in 

order to make priorities (Friend & Moench 2013:102). For example poor households with few 

assets could show higher flexibility and resilience towards annual floodings, comparing with 

more wealthy neighbourhoods that have become more static because the amount of property 

(Friend & Moench 2013:109), or from the perspective of governance when bouncing back 

means authoritarian rule instead of democracy (Duit et al. 2010:365). Hazards might not 

disappear, but how we chose to develop and govern our society will determine if hazards will 

become disasters (O'Brien et al. 2006:65). So from this point of view we have to ask 

ourselves for whom and to what are we building resilience? The purpose and benefit of this 

process has to be clear  (Friend & Moench 2013:111).  

 

Operationalization in previous research 

After almost three decades of multidisciplinary research on resilience, the concept is mostly 

dominated by the fields of ecology and environmental studies based on functionality of 

social-ecological systems (Olsson 2015:7). Beside the fact that social sciences are lagging 

behind the concept has also been found hard to operationalize into practical and concrete 

action (Shaw 2012:310). So in leaving the academic debate on evolution we will instead take 

a look at some of the academic efforts in operationalizing resilience in context of natural 

hazards and vulnerability. 

   Known as Community Disaster Resilience Mayunga (2007:4) defines resilience as the 

“capacity or ability of a community to anticipate, prepare for, respond to, and recover quickly 

from impacts of disaster”. To further operationalize this Mayunga (2007) uses a framework of 

five areas of capital: Social, Economic, Human, Physical, and Natural integrated with 

indicators of resilience for each area. Mayunga is proposing a Community Disaster Resilience 

Index in order to quantifying the concept, but at the same time he concludes that this is a 

complex and difficult task in order to capture all relevant data (Mayunga 2007:13). So by 

further operationalize disaster resilience Sudmeier, Jaboyedoff & Jaquet (2013) suggests in a 

combined qualitative/quantitative case study on Nepalese landslides that measuring resilience 

and obtaining data can be done relatively easy by qualitative means in finding adequate 

indicators on a local level. The study further shows that local participation is crucial to 



Resilience and Risks - John Hero´ 10 

understand and identify stakeholders, specific threats and underlying risk factors, which in 

terms of resilience could be very useful for NGO´s and local policy makers (Sudmeier, 

Jaboyedoff & Jaquet 2013). 

   When moving into the urban areas of research Tyler & Moench (2012) suggests a 

framework for urban climate resilience which focus on climate adaption and vulnerability 

through local planning and principles of shared learning. Further built on two wheels of 

agents: systems and institutions, the understanding of vulnerability and building resilience 

comes from the catalytic power of sharing knowledge between scientific and local level in 

order to identifying, prioritizing, designing, implementing and monitoring suitable actions 

(Tyler & Moench 2012:321). Though the framework were easy to understand among 

practitioners Tyler & Moench (2012) admits that it does not clearly address so called “trade-

offs” in building resilience and vulnerability that marks who is being prioritized before 

another (Tyler & Moench 2012:323).  

   Further into the urban context of poverty, Seeliger & Turok (2013) seeks to operationalize 

the concept of resilience by applying the social-ecological perspective of adaptive governance 

in a case study on informal settlements in Stellenbosch, Western Cape Province of South 

Africa (Seeliger & Turok 2013:184). By using adaptive governance Seeliger & Turok (2013) 

argues that the local community will benefit by experimental learning and collaborative 

participation with local institutions, organisations and stakeholders in targeting social and 

ecological vulnerability (Seeliger & Turok 2013:187, 188). The study further highlights 

socio-economic relations of insecurity, violence, and unemployment causing spillover effects 

on surrounding community by heavily strained infrastructure systems as electricity and water 

supplying. Adaptive governance could as suggested here counter social exclusion and instead 

contribute to integration and in the end avoiding social conflicts and ecological system 

ruptures (Seeliger & Turok 2013:197).  

 

Summary 

To summon up the academic debate and different perspectives on resilience each area of 

discipline can be visualized below (fig. 2), describing the most significant characteristics and 

keywords extracted from academic definitions and descriptions (see appendix 1). Considering 

the evolution of the concept Bodin & Wiman (2004) argues that resilience derives from the 

field of technology, first described as elasticity in the concept of stability (see fig. 2). 
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Fig. 2 Perspectives on Resilience: Characteristics and keywords  
Note. The figure visualizes the evolution of resilience by emphasizing characteristics and keywords in different 
areas of research by following the arrows from above and down to disasters and crises. All descriptions are 
based on definitions and findings according to the academic debate (see appendix 1).  
 

Resilience has then been adopted by different disciplines from the fields of ecology and 

social-ecological systems to community, organisation and individual perspectives ending with 

disaster and crises. All perspectives describe a process in bouncing back to some kind of 

functionality in event of disturbance. The difference is slightly according to what kind of 

disturbance might be when the community perspective tends to focus more on prevention and 

risks while the disaster perspective emphasizes resistance and hazards. The question is for 

whom and to what? Especially when considering resilience from a development and political 

perspective according to urban areas such as informal settlements (Klein et al. 2004; Manyena 

2011; Mayunga 2007; Olsson et al. 2015; Seeliger & Turok 2013). 
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United Nations Framework on Disaster Risk Reduction 
In December 1999 established the UN General Assembly UNISDR, the office for disaster risk 

reduction and adopted the International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (UNISDR 2015a). 

Built on resolution 56/195 and the earlier Yokohama strategy for a safer world, this resolution 

brought the concept into a much more holistic perspective by emphasizing disaster reduction 

as both “interdisciplinary” and “multisectoral” (UN 2002). The Secretary General stated the 

following words at the International Decade program forum in Geneva 9 July 1999:  

 
We must, above all, shift from a culture of reaction to a culture of prevention. Prevention 

is not only more humane than cure; it is also much cheaper... Above all, let us not forget 

that disaster prevention is a moral imperative, no less than reducing the risks of war. - 

Secretary General, Geneva 1999.  

(UNISDR 2015c) 

 
By this the General Assembly did not only address the international community and the needs 

of developing countries, but they did also point out the inter-agency secretariat to serve as a 

“focal-point” within the whole system of United Nations, coordinating disaster reduction 

activities in both socio-economic and humanitarian fields (UN 2002). Implying the inevitable 

existence of hazards and the impossibility of total risk-elimination, the focus were now 

directed to changing human behaviour from “protection” against hazards to “prevention” of 

risks (UNISDR 2015c). This is a concept much more integrated with sustainable development 

aiming at localities as the most appropriate focus for prevention measures based on the fact 

that local communities are they who mostly face the direct consequence of threats and natural 

hazards (UNISDR 2015c). The vision of a safer world and becoming resilient were 

established in Geneva 1999 as: 

 
To enable all communities to become resilient to the effects of natural, technological and 

environmental hazards, reducing the compound risks they pose to social and economic 

vulnerabilities within modern societies. 

 

To proceed from protection against hazards to the management of risk through the 

integration of risk prevention into sustainable development. 

(UNISDR 2015c) 

 
This vision is further expressed in goals of increasing public awareness of hazards, obtaining 

commitment from public authorities in reducing risks, engaging public participation at all 

levels and reducing economic and social losses (UNISDR 2015c). For this reason a 10-year 
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plan of action “The Hyogo Framework” were adopted at the 2005 world conference in Japan, 

and recently on the 2015 world conference one of the first major post-2015 agendas were 

presented as the “Sendai Framework” (UNISDR 2015d). Even if governments in this context 

are being described as ultimately accountable for citizen protection, along with the 

community level as the most appropriate of prevention measures. United Nations disaster risk 

reduction strategy aims to involve all parts of society, government and public/private sector 

(UNISDR 2015b; UNISDR 2015c).  

   This takes clearly the measures of a grand strategy that includes a variety of theoretical 

concepts, perspectives and definitions depending on discipline and worldview. For this reason 

UNISDR (2009) has summoned a terminology of the most relevant definitions of disaster risk 

reduction concepts, which for this reason also will serve as basic assumption in this papers 

theoretical framework and analysis. Even if the idea of a terminology is to facilitate a 

common understanding among stakeholders it does not necessarily mean that there is a 

common understanding, or rather that a common understanding cannot be debated, especially 

in a setting of multidisciplinary and differed worldviews.   

 

Resilience in a disaster risk reduction context 

The term resilience within the strategy of United Nations Disaster Risk Reduction programme 

(DRR) derives from the basic assumption that “there is no such thing as 'natural' disaster, only 

natural hazards” (UNISDR 2015b). This implies that natural hazards as floods, droughts and 

cyclones often turns into disasters because of the impact that depends on our choices of life 

and environment like geographic location, buildings, education or type of government, which 

will make us either more vulnerable or more resilient towards disasters (UNISDR 2015b). 

United Nations Strategy of Disaster Risk Reduction defines resilience as: 

 
The ability of a system, community or society exposed to hazards to resist, absorb, 

accommodate to and recover from the effects of a hazard in a timely and efficient manner, 

including through the preservation and restoration of its essential basic structures and 

functions. 

(UNISDR 2009:24) 

 
This definition of resilience derives here from the bouncing back mentality to a functional 

state depending on the community´s resources and capability of organizing itself after a 

potential hazardous event (UNISDR 2009:24). As stated earlier this definition of resilience 
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contains of a variety of debatable concepts that needs to be clarified or at least emphasized, 

before the concept can be taken into account of a theoretical and analytic framework. 

 

Disasters 

United Nations strategy of disaster risk reduction (2009) describes disasters as a combination 

of exposure and present conditions of vulnerability related to hazards, which defines disaster 

as a “serious disruption of the functioning of a community or a society” that exceeds its 

capacity to reduce negative consequences to both human mental and physical capital as well 

as material, economic and environmental degradation (UNISDR 2009:9).  

   The described insufficient capacity of a community to cope with a disaster normally relates 

to the immediate effect and consequence of natural events or natural hazards such as floods, 

earthquakes, tsunamis or volcanic activities. Compared with other types of major disasters 

caused by wars, drought and famines, the natural induced disaster becomes almost trivial in 

terms of lost human lives (Wisner et al. 2004:3-4). From this perspective human induced 

disasters as political conflicts are rather recognized as underlying factors of vulnerabilities 

(UNISDR 2015b), which further arouses the question of boundaries and relationship between 

the definition of hazards and vulnerabilities.   

 

Hazards 

From this notion there is a presence of multiple types of hazards, which also UNISDR (2009) 

have noted by separating the definitions of hazards between technical, natural and 

environmentally induced hazards. The general definition of hazards is described as a 

“dangerous phenomenon, substance, human activity or condition” that inflict damage to a 

wider socio-economic context including humans and property as well as livelihood and 

environment (UNISDR 2009:17). This tends to problematize the source of hazards in a 

systematic perspective? According to natural hazards it is easy to imagine them coming from 

the outside posing a substantial threat to the society, but when considering multiple hazards 

including a underlying socio-economic and political context it becomes much more 

complicated to draw clear lines and boundaries (Friend & Moench 2013:100; Olsson et al. 

2015:4). Ignoring or simplifying this reality may in fact only extend the lethal consequences 

of natural hazards, while the hazards of social, political and economic character still consists 

(Wisner et al. 2004:6). 
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Vulnerability 

The present condition of vulnerability is a concept that has been very well debated in the 

literature. From the UNISDR (2009) point of view vulnerability refers to the “characteristics 

and circumstances of a community, system or asset” that becomes sensible to negative effects 

of a hazard. This could mean anything from poor constructions to deficient risk awareness 

(UNISDR 2009:30). The interesting notion here is that from the disaster risk reduction 

perspectives you get either more vulnerable or more resilient (UNISDR 2015b), which tends 

to place these concepts on the opposite side of each other (Gallopín 2006:299; Haimes 

2009:499; Manyena 2011:423; Sapountzaki 2007:277; Tyler & Moench 2012:317). At one 

side the inherent characteristics of vulnerability as stable state, resistance and mitigation while 

resilience on the other side manifest process, recovery and adaption (Manyena 2006:445; 

Haimes 2009:499; Sapountzaki 2007:281), both constituted by an outside approached hazard 

if not resisted, absorbed or accommodated disrupting the function of a system or society and 

finally turning into a disaster (UNISDR 2015b; UNISDR 2009:9, 17, 24).    

   So does this mean that vulnerability constitutes resilience or the other way around? Haimes 

(2009) and Gallopín (2006) argues that a system might be hardened physically without 

necessarily improving the process of recovery or resilience, and therefore being resistant or 

robust but not resilient (Gallopín 2006:300; Haimes 2009:500). In terms of bouncing back 

this is a serious weakness of the concept in ignoring future factors of vulnerability and social 

marginalisation (McEntire, Fuller, Johnston & Weber 2002:270; Sapountzaki 2007:277; Tyler 

& Moench 2012:318). So by extending the idea of recovery and discrete construction, 

Manyena (2011) argues that resilience according to more profound rebuilding and adaption 

should rather indicate bouncing forward in benefitting from organisational learning and post-

disaster development opportunities. Manyena (2011) here explains vulnerability in close 

relation to poverty and local community livelihoods, while Haimes (2009) focus on the 

complex understanding of multiple threats and consequences, which in both perspectives 

connects resilience with the notion of risks and being prepared (Haimes 2009:500; Manyena 

2011:419).  

 

Risks 

The strategy of disaster risk reduction (DRR) places the concept of risks in a central position, 

which embraces a wide but more profound understanding of disasters and crises (UNISDR 

2015c). To begin with the UNISDR terminology (2009) describes a variety of definitions 

ranging from “acceptable risks” to characteristics of being “intensive” or even “extensive” in 
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relation to occurring hazards (UNISDR 2009:4, 15, 18). However while the terminology 

defines risk in generally meaning as a “combination of probability of an event” (UNISDR 

2009:25), the disaster risk definition instead emphasizes the constant presence of risk in future 

potential “disaster losses” (UNISDR 2009:9). This definition assumes the common 

understanding and knowledge of a community´s prevailing risks (UNISDR 2009:25), which 

depends on different perspectives of risks.  

   From a technological perspective risk assessment mostly concerns negative effects and 

expected value based on statistical data objectively observed by scientists or professionals, 

while the socially based perspective rather includes individual perception of danger and 

undesirable events subjectively perceived in a social context by an lay public (Renn 1998:52, 

57). This means that an acceptable risk might be perceived rather differentially not only 

between professionals and local citizens, but also among individuals and groups in the same 

community (Renn 1998:60, 65).  

   In terms of resilience and risks, Sapountzaki (2007) also recognizes the inherently perceived 

varieties by making a distinction between individual end collective resilience, related to so 

call “risk-trade offs” closely connected with Beck´s theory on reflexivity and risk-society 

(Sapountzaki 2007:285). From this perspective environmental, natural and socio-economic 

risks are all systematically interconnected with individual risk-taking, which can transfer 

vulnerability among groups and actors depending on specific priority of risk (Sapountzaki 

2007:289, 293).  

   This suggest that individual resilience, as a process of self-organisation or self-risk 

management could be contradictive from a collective point of view in terms of public risk 

management when confronting issues as accessibility or restriction of resources, long and 

short terms goals of recovery, legal or illegal solutions or even by compromising own 

personal or public safety (Sapountzaki 2007). In other words individual perceived risks might 

be left unattended from a community perspective even if both parts could be considered 

resilient, which in terms of transferring vulnerability reinforces the interpretation of resilience 

as not always desirable.  

   United Nations (2009) calls this a residual risk in which a community or system needs 

continuous support of capacities in recovery, emergency and preparedness as well as socio-

economic development policies (UNISDR 2009:23-24), which once again approaches the 

question of resilience for whom and for what? 
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Frameworks of Action 

In January 2005 the world conference on disaster risk reduction in Japan adopted the Hyogo 

Framework for Action (HFA) 2005-2015 under the simple notion of promoting a strategic and 

systematic approach in reducing disaster losses of communities and countries for the next 10 

years (UNISDR 2005:1, 3). Based on the earlier Yokohama Strategy for a Safer World (1994) 

five areas of specific challenge were identified:  

 
(a) Governance: organizational, legal and policy frameworks; 

(b) Risk identification, assessment, monitoring and early warning; 

(c) Knowledge management and education; 

(d) Reducing underlying risk factors; 

(e) Preparedness for effective response and recovery. 

(UNISDR 2005:2) 

 

After becoming the Hyogo framework´s (2005) main priorities for action, ten years of multi-

sector implementation followed by trying to integrate the DRR strategy into all levels of 

sustainable development, policy and planning. The HFA was then updated by the Sendai 

Framework (2015) at the third World Conference on DRR in Sendai, Japan 2015. Based on 

the HFA strategies, seven goals and four new priorities of action were set for the next period 

of 15 years (see appendix 2). 

   However in recently launched Global Assessment Report (GAR 2015) UNISDR takes a 

rather self-critical perspective on former frameworks for action and traditional disaster risk 

management by emphasizing a need of shift in paradigms. From current approach of disaster 

risk reduction in managing disasters from a perspective of external threats, the new paradigm 

of DRR rather implies focus on managing underlying drivers of risks as generated from an 

inside perspective of development (UNISDR 2015e:xv-xvii). This means that disaster risk 

reduction in order to facilitate sustainable development will take a preventive and supportive 

nature of risk management in adding social and economic aspects on the agenda such as 

inequality, poverty and politics. The future concept of risk management therefore aims to deal 

with issues as governance, knowledge, distribution and accountability (UNISDR 2015e: 251-

266).  
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Theoretical model 
Disaster Risk Reduction and Resilience based model 

Based upon the UNISDR (2009) terminology and definition of resilience complemented with 

underlying goals and priorities of DRR Frameworks for Action 2005-2030, the following 

model emphasizes this study´s theoretical framework on resilience (fig. 3).  

 
Disaster Risk Reduction and Resilience based model 

Disaster Resilience 
“The ability of a system, community or society exposed to hazards to resist, absorb, 
accommodate to and recover from the effects of a hazards in a timely and effective manner, 
including through the preservation and restoration of its essential basic structures and 
functions”  

(UNISDR 2009:24) 

Characteristics  
 
 

The ability of a community to “resile” from or “spring back from” a shock 

In respect to potential hazard events the degree to which the community has…  

1. Necessary Resources 2. Capability of Self-Organization 

Process Resistance  Adaptation (Response) Recovery 
Preservation Absorbing  Accommodate Restoration 

Time, Effectiveness and Functionality 

Concepts 
 

Disasters 
Serious disruption of the functioning of a 
community or a society.        
Concerning: Combination of exposure 
and vulnerability of hazardous events.  

Hazards 
Dangerous phenomenon, substance, 
human activity or condition.  
Concerning: Natural, environmental and 
technological hazards. 

Vulnerability 
Characteristics and circumstances of a 
community, system or asset.  
Concerning: Sensibility to hazards but 
independent of exposure. 

Risks 
Combination of the probability of an 
event and its negative consequences. 
Concerning: The constant risk of disaster 
losses. 

 
Frameworks for Action 2005-2030 

The substantial reduction of disaster risk and losses 
  

a) b) c) d) e) 
Governance: 
organizational, 
legal and policy 
frameworks 

Risk identification, 
assessment, 
monitoring and 
early warning; 

Knowledge 
management and 
education; 

Reducing underlying 
risk factors; 

Preparedness for 
effective response 
and recovery. 

Fig. 3 Theoretical model of disaster resilience  
Note. The figure describes characteristics and process of UNISDR´s definition of resilience, complemented with 
central concepts and main goals of disaster risk reduction frameworks. All descriptions and definitions are based 
on UNISDR´s terminology 2009 and Frameworks for Action 2005-2030 (see appendix 1-2).  
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In this context the concept of resilience will be defined as disaster resilience according to its 

characteristics, process and relating concepts in compared setting with UNISDR´s 

frameworks for action 2015-2030. By definition the ability of a community to bounce back 

depends on 1) necessary resources and 2) the capability of self-organization in respect to 

potential hazards. The characteristics are then further explained by the process of disaster 

resilience in resisting, adapting and recover in a timely and effective manner to reach 

functionality in essential basic structures. Characteristics and process of disaster resilience are 

then linked to relating concepts of disasters, hazards, vulnerability and risks in building an 

analytic setup according to earlier discussed problematic issues on the concepts, which in 

final setting are being compared with UNISDR´s five underlying goals and priorities of 

contemporary frameworks for action 2005-2030. The analytical operationalization of this 

model will then be further described under implementation in the chapter of method.  
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METHOD 
This chapter describes the methodological choice of case-study research, semi-structured 
interviews and observations followed by research design and implementation of theory 
 
Qualitative research 
The qualitative approach of research has been described by John W. Creswell (2013) as the 

inquiry of studying groups or individual meaning of social and human problem in its natural 

setting, which in this case can be both inductive and deductive in the quest of search for 

contextual patterns or themes often built on theoretical and interpretative assumptions 

(Creswell 2013:44). From this definition in order to analyse and describe the concept of 

resilience within the context of disaster risk reduction and informal settlements of Buenos 

Aires, Argentina, this study will take a qualitative case study approach of observations and 

semi-structured interviews.  

 
Case study research  

Even if there are different opinions whether a case study approach can be considered a 

concept of methodology or not, it certainly contains the qualitative norms of research where 

the researcher uses different sources of information in exploring and describing one or several 

cases bounded in place or time (Creswell 2013:97). However this demands that the researcher 

can identify and describe boundaries and type of interest, which involves a clear case 

description in intrinsic, instrumental or collective terms. This means that the researcher either 

describes the uniqueness or a specific problem by identifying themes, issues or specific 

situations bound to one or several cases. For this reason it is preferable to present the case in 

chronology or to use a theoretical framework in order to structure the information and 

facilitating a clear process of analysis (Creswell 2013:99). 

   In order to accomplish these criteria’s of qualitative case study research I have applied the 

concept of theoretical framework in order to structure the analysis and results. According to 

different types of case study approaches this study presents the collective type of study by 

focusing on a specific issue described by multiple cases. The issue of disaster risk resilience 

is here bounded to the specific case and social context of informal settlements in Buenos 

Aires, Argentina. To further limit the contextual boundaries but still retain a comparative 

possibility I have chosen two sites, in which I describe resilience and risks as two separated 

cases in order to present and compare different perspectives of the specific issue (Creswell 
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2013:98). The sites were selected on theoretical and practical grounds of demonstrating 

differences in local policy making, state presence and level of urbanization.  

 
Semi-structured interviews 

Qualitative research in form of semi-structured interviews means that knowledge is produced 

socially between the interviewer and the interviewed, which as within all methodological 

procedures constitutes demands on the researcher (Kvale & Brinkman 2009:98). Semi-

structured interviews may suggest flexibility and more focus on conversation but this do not 

mean a complete absence of structure. In this context Kvale & Brinkman (2009:120) 

describes qualitative interviewing as a craftsmanship demanding skills, planning and 

knowledge by defining the questions why, what before deciding on how this research should 

be done. In this context the study were built on participatory observations in order to establish 

necessary means of conducting qualitative interviews. The choice of method have then been 

further limited by both time, access and possibility of conducting a research in this kind of 

limited social context, especially according to the drawn-out and delayed process of Minor 

Field Study that extended the possibility to arrive on site with more than 3 months.   

 

Observations 

The qualitative approach of case study research can include various sources of methods in 

collecting relevant data or information, including observations and semi-structured interviews 

(Creswell 2013:100). From a methodological perspective observations origins in ethnographic 

studies were the researcher normally conducts fieldwork in order to study a specific group or 

culture and its specific characteristics of perceived values and belief (Creswell 2013:119).  

   Once again this is not the actual purpose of this study in which observations only serves as a 

necessary mean of complementing the case study approach in conducting semi-structured 

interviews and profound in-depth analysis. Important is though that this kind of 

methodological choices demands high ethically awareness throughout the whole process of 

research (Creswell 2013:174; Kvale & Brinkman 2009:77). For this reason I have chosen to 

design this study from the methodological choice of semi-structured interviews in context of a 

qualitative approach of case study research, complemented by participatory observations 

(Creswell 2013:163; Kvale & Brinkman 2009:118). 
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Methodological reflections  

From a qualitative perspective according to Backman´s (2009:54) description of primary 

principles of scientific strategy in rather generating inductive hypothetically conclusions than 

feature traditional deductive research this study can be perceived from both perspectives. 

Firstly by adopting a theoretical framework and composing a rather linear structure the 

perceived nature is rather featuring a traditional deductive character. Secondly the study can 

also be perceived deductive from a theoretical comparative perspective when one of the main 

objectives with the study is to analyse and describe the theoretical concept of resilience. 

   However the main character is still inductive both by method and aim of research. The 

inherent characteristic of qualitative research in going forth and back between topic and 

research questions feature rather elements of grounded theory in developing the theoretical 

framework in close relation to its empirics, which clearly separates post-positivistic ideas of 

method from a socially constructed worldview (Charmaz 2001:6397; Creswell 2013:25, 36). 

This should from a qualitative perspective better be perceived as a measure of producing high 

quality science, especially in terms of qualitative case study research with semi-structured 

interviews and observations (Backman 2008:67; Kvale & Brinkman 2009:122).  

   This makes the study evolving from a perspective of phenomenology in studying commonly 

lived experiences of a phenomenon (Creswell 2013:78). However this study´s primary focus 

is to investigate the concept of resilience, which classifies this study as mainly theoretical 

inductive but also deductive in terms of structuring empirics were the concluding result could 

be used in developing the concept of resilience.  

 

Research design 
Planning of study 

The idea of this project started almost three years before the actual writing of the report and 

contains the result of a Minor Field Study project administrated by the Swedish Council for 

Higher Education and financed by the Swedish International Development Cooperation 

Agency, Sida. The study includes two longer episodes in of participation in various voluntary 

organizations, projects and abroad studies in Buenos Aires, Argentina at both university and 

private language schools organisations. During the initial phase of preparation in 2014 I 

started to work with the questions why and what in order to building up preliminary 

knowledge on the social context of possible research (Kvale 2009:120). Then I summoned a 

project description of initial aim and research questions that during the last phase of research 
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have been refined according to this study´s theoretical framework and background on the 

concept of resilience. The initial process enabled the possibility to answer how, which 

resulted in a final choice of method and limitations of research in 2015 (Kvale 2009:121).  

 

Collection of data 

The collection of data have been conducted by observations and semi-structured interviews 

conducted in two phases over the time of one year. The initial phase started with getting to 

know the social context and building up a network of contacts by personal visits and 

participatory observations, rounding up with first phase of semi-structured interviews on risk 

perception within non-state organisations. Creswell (2013) remarks this phase as the process 

of getting access to the physical field of research by getting to know so called “gatekeepers” 

(Creswell 2013:154, 171). The second phase of data collection were mainly conducted of 

visits and semi-structured interviews in order to complement the collection of data with more 

specific and in-depth information according to the theoretical framework and concept of 

disaster resilience.  

   The sample size according to time and practical limitations of research were bound to 4 

observations and 7 interviews (table 1). The observations in both cases were made with local 

contacts, familiar with the surrounding social context introducing me to local neighbours and 

explaining background and problematic setting. The information was then documented with 

camera and field notes, taken by the researcher himself after approved permission. The 

sessions of observations are here limited to these guided tours in order to better describe the 

social context and process of resilience. All other form of participation in different activities 

is not included according to ethical reasons and implications.  

 
Type Observations Interviews 
Site/Category Visits Project Coordinator Community 

Villa Miseria 1. 2 2 2 1 

Villa Miseria 2. 2 1 1  

Table 1. Sample selection 
Note. Each category describes engagement and position within the local organizations. Project: temporary 
engagement, Coordinator: permanent engagement, Community: political engagement.  
 

The sample selection (table 1) describes the distribution between chosen sites which is 

separated by observational visits and three categories of interviews related to special type of 

organizational commitment. The interviews were chosen on following criteria: 1) High 
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contextual knowledge of inside and outside perspective; 2) Leading or organizing position of 

local organization; 3) Different professional background in representing various perspectives. 

Four of the interviewed were males and three were females in varying ages between 25 to 60 

years, distributed on both inside and outside geographical locations of origin. From this 

perspective the selected interviewees can be considered both informants and respondents 

according to primary criteria’s of local knowledge based on professional experience in local 

organizations and projects, and secondly as study objects in terms of investigating perceived 

perceptions of risks (Backman 2008:65).   

 

Transcription 

All interview sessions were recorded after initial presentation of the project according to 

ethical aspects such as approved permission and use of information. The transliteration were 

then conducted immediately after each session by the researcher himself in order to keep 

information fresh and benefit from the contextual setting of dialogue and conversation (Kvale 

& Brinkman 2009:208). All interviews were conducted in Spanish except the one of 

community, which on recommendation from the interviewee himself followed in English. In 

only two cases because of limited quality of recording and fast language did extra assistance 

needed to go through specific parts of the transliteration a second time. This was however 

made with an external person with no relation or knowledge of the research context. All 

backup- savings stored during the project as recordings and collected information have been 

erased from all sources of stored information after finishing the report.    

 

Analytic method 

The analysis of this study builds upon the chosen method of case study research in order to 

analyse fieldnotes and textual transcriptions of interviews and observations. From an 

interview perspective this means that the researcher will try to identify and describe the 

implicit meaning of conducted interviews by extracting entities of text according to themes, 

categories and analytic questions, which produces a descriptive statement according to aim 

and research questions (Kvale & Brinkman 2009:221-223).  

   Then from a case study approach this process is framed by a contextual description of the 

case and two sets of analyses within and between cases in order to draw assertions on patterns 

and outcome, which contains a mix of categorical and direct interpretation mainly deriving 

from grounded theory and inductive methods of open coding and categorization (Charmaz 
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2001:6398; Creswell 2013:195-200, 209; Kvale & Brinkman 2009:218). In this context from 

a social constructivistic perspective no analysis can never be completely neutral, which in 

terms of mixing existing theoretical concepts with features of grounded theory rather becomes 

productive in framing the researchers interest and excitement (Seaman 2008:4, 13). The 

process of analysis according to the theoretical framework of disaster resilience is further 

described under implementation and operationalization of theory.  

 

Reliability and validity  

The quality of produced science is traditionally measured in degree of replication and 

accuracy more known as reliability and validity of a study. Regardless the critics of using 

these concepts in qualitative studies there are still important notations to make concerning a 

study´s credibility and choice of method (Kvale & Brinkman 2009:263, 264). 

   Firstly this study does not aim to generalize on a population in traditional terms but rather 

from an analytic perspective when the case could produce worthy information applied in other 

similar contexts (Creswell 2013:200; Kvale 2009:282). This have further been accomplished 

by carefully consider aim and research questions in close relation to methodological choices 

during the whole process of case study research, which is demonstrated by a transparent 

description of methods and clearly structured presentation of analysis and results (Kvale & 

Brinkman 2009:267).  

   From a case study perspective the strategy of triangulation is an important factor of 

validation in order to confirm findings from multiple sources (Creswell 2013:251; Ahrne & 

Svensson 2011:27). This is accomplished in this study by the methodological choice of 

observations in both complementing and building a foundation for semi-structured interviews, 

which will respond to the criteria of clear identification of the case, topic and themes 

according to aim and research questions presented and visualized in relevant figures, tables 

and descriptions (Creswell 2013:265).  

 

Ethical issues 

Qualitative research can in many ways be described as a project of moral and ethical 

considerations, especially according to social inquiry and the ability of the researcher to 

handle the social dilemma between empirical access and respect of integrity (Kvale & 

Brinkman 2009:77, 190). Practically this means that ethical issues needs to be considered 

during the whole process of research, not only in the actually phase of collecting information 



Resilience and Risks - John Hero´ 26 

(Creswell 2013:56). Therefore this study builds on the ethical guidelines described by Kvale 

& Brinkman (2009) and Creswell (2013) according to the methodological choice of 

qualitative observations and semi-instructed interviews.  

   During the first phase of research in search for local knowledge and topic of research, the 

questions of why and what played an important role according to the social context of 

vulnerability, violence and poverty. For this reason the physical access came gradually in 

close relation and approval from local organizations and important key persons familiar with 

the surrounding social context. This strategy benefited both the social integrity of residents 

and safe access of empirics by consequent communication of presence and purpose of study. 

Problematic issues in this case have been the dependency of MFS funding, which delayed and 

abbreviated process on site.  

   In the second phase by asking how evolved the precise concept of theory, aim and research 

questions according to practical limits of both the projects itself and the social context of 

informal settlements in Buenos Aires. Regarding the complexity of social, economic and 

political situation observations were limited to complement interviews in focus on describing 

the physical context while the interviewees were selected within a professional level 

minimizing intrusive presence with the residents. Therefore any attempt of addressing the 

local political or socio-economic situation is here seconded by the primary focus on 

international policy in terms of United Nations concept on disaster risk resilience.  

   From this perspective confidentiality in this study is reached by using terms of profession 

and generalising sites into numbers instead of using real names and locations, which refers to 

limit the possibility of compromising both individual integrity and the local political and 

socio-economic context which in this case is seconded (Kvale & Brinkman 2009:88).  

 

Implementation  
Operationalization of theory 

In order to operationalize this study´s theoretical framework, relevant concepts of analysis has 

now been structured into an analytic framework (fig. 4) built on the same theoretical model as 

presented in chapter of theory. In this setting the analytic structure proceeds from the subject 

of disaster resilience and area of self-organization in analysing the two primary concepts of 

analysis: process of resilience and perception of risk.  
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Structure Analytic Framework 

Subject  Disaster-resilience 

Area Self-organization 

Concepts of 
analysis 

Process of resilience 
Resistance – Adaptation/Response – Recovery   

Functionality 
Individual / community level 

Perception of risk 
Inside and outside perspectives 

Non-state organisations 
Individual / collective level 

Data-collection Observations / Semi structured interviews 

Sub-concepts 
of analysis 
 

Disasters 
Natural or Human 
induced? Exposure 
and condition of 
Vulnerability?   

Hazards 
Multiple presences? 
System boundaries? 
Internal or external 
threats?  

Vulnerability 
Vulnerable or 
resilient? Bouncing 
back or forward? 

Risks (for disaster) 
Types of risk? Risk 
trade-off? Individual 
or collective 
resilience? 

Frameworks for Action 2005-2030 
Governance; Risk identification; Knowledge and education; Reducing underlying risk factors; 

Preparedness for effective response and recovery. 
Change of paradigm: Managing disasters or Managing risks? 

Analytical 
Focus and 
Questions 

Empirical background 
- What are the local context of functionality in terms of disasters, hazards and 
characteristics of vulnerability and resilience? Natural or human induced? Multiple 
existences? Critical facilities? 
 
Case descriptions 
- What are the processes of resilience according to individual and community level? 
- What are the perceptions of risks according to inside and outside perspectives? 
 
Analysis and concluding results  
a) What is resilience according to the academic debate and definition of United 
Nations International Strategy for Disaster Reduction?  
Analytic focus: Theoretical concept of resilience.  
 
b) How can we understand self-organization according to the process of resilience 
and perception of risk in informal settlements of Buenos Aires, Argentina?  
Analytic focus: Comparing main-concepts of analysis: Resilience and Risks. 
- What are the contradictions in process of resilience?  
- What are the differences between perception and perspectives of risks? 
 
c) What possible complications on theory and practice could this have for 
International disaster policy in terms of United Nations frameworks for Action of 
Disaster Risk Reduction? Is there a need of changing paradigms? 
Analytic focus: Comparing theory and empirics by sub-concepts of analysis: 
Disasters, Hazards, Vulnerability, Risks and frameworks for action 2005-2030. 
- System boundaries?  
- Bouncing back or bouncing forward?   
- Individual or collective resilience? 
- Frameworks for action 2015-2030? Change of paradigms? 
 

Fig. 4 Analytic Framework on Disaster Resilience  
Note. The figure should be viewed from the structure of titles on the left-side column. All concepts and questions 
are based on the academic debate described in the theoretical part.  
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Building on empirical data from observations and interviews the process of resilience is here 

analysed through phases of resistance, adaptation/response and recovery according to 

functionality on individual and community level. These phases are described by UNISDR and 

identified as: 

 
• Resistance: Physical construction and engineering techniques to achieve resistance 

towards collapsing or damaging buildings and hazards. 

• Adaptation: The adjustment in natural or human systems in response to actual or 

expected climatic stimuli or effects, which moderates harm or beneficial opportunities, 

or autonomous as market changes or intentional adaption policies and plans. 

• Response: Can also mean the provision of emergency services and public assistance 

during or immediately after a disaster, with focus on immediate and short-term needs 

sometimes also known as disaster-relief.  

• Recovery: The restoration, and improvement of facilities, livelihoods and living 

conditions of disaster-affected communities including disaster risk reduction efforts.  

(UNISDR 2009) 

 
Then in order to identify the functionality of a system, community or society UNISDR’s 

terminology does not in this case specifically address the term functionality but in context of 

essential basic structures there is however a clear connections to important infrastructure 

defined as:   

 
• Critical facilities: The primary physical structures, technical facilities and systems 

socially, economically or operationally essential to the functioning of a society or 

community. This includes services as transport, electricity, water, communication and 

centres for health, emergency, security and public administration.  

(UNISDR 2009:9) 

 

In this context the description of individual and community levels as well as individual and 

collective levels will be constrained in focus on specific described informal settlements. This 

refers also to perceptions of risks, which from an analytical perspective focus on inside and 

outside perspectives of professionals and individuals in relation to non-state organisations in 

same geographic setting.  
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   Important to know about perception of risk is that we are now talking about a social type of 

risk that is subjectively perceived, which cannot be compared with technical risk assessments 

that usually involves calculating on probability and casual effects of potential physical harm. 

This socially perceived risk could be broadly identified in two types of understandings: 

 
•  Subjectively perceived: Risk perception referring to individual knowledge, situation 

and experience according to response and judgement.  

•  Socially constructed: Risk perception referring to social (collective) interest, values 

and culture according to social context of individuals, groups and organizations.  

(Renn 1998) 

 

These two types of social understanding are highly important for several reasons. Firstly 

people tend to act primary upon socially perceived risks, and then if at all in respect to 

scientific objective risk assessments of technical nature (Renn 1998:60). Secondly risk from a 

social perspective does not only include danger, many times individual experience of risk is 

something positive even if it is considered to be highly dangerous by objective measures. For 

example the practice of extreme sports is a good explanation when risk perception wages on 

skills and probabilistic nature of pleasure (Renn 1998:59). So for above reasons risk 

perception becomes crucial in explaining public behaviour and concerns especially in case of 

adversity, which also should be highly interesting for policy makers on risks (Renn 1998:65).  

   For this study´s purpose there will be no categorization or more profound analysis on the 

theoretical concept of risk perceptions in more than highlighting individual and collective 

levels in contrasting UNISDR´s highly environmental and technical approach on risks. 

Further described sub-concepts of: disasters, hazards, vulnerability and frameworks for 

action 2015-20130 forms the last part of the operationalization by altogether with the main 

concepts of analysis contributing to the final part of analytical focus and questions according 

to this study´s aim and research questions.  
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EMPIRICS 
This chapter begins with an historical overview of Argentina and informal settlements 
followed by this study´s empirical background and case descriptions of resilience and risks  
 
Argentina 
The politics of Argentina has a complicated history of democracy and military interventions 

in a sometimes highly contradictive context of political formations and ideology that cannot 

be fairly included in this short background. However there are some important historic 

notations to make regarding both politics and military interventions, which from a political 

aspect are closely connected to Argentina’s contemporary social and urban evolution of 

society.   

 

Politics, development and disasters 

Like in many countries of South America there is a history of military interventions and 

authoritarian regimes that in some degree have inflicted violence and coercive actions on its 

citizens. Argentina is no exception of this on the contrary this country may have experienced 

one of South Americas maybe most serious and violent military authoritarian regimes with 

approximately 30.000 disappearances between 1976-83 (Karlsson 2014). Even if this 

occasion is recalled as the worst era of dictatorship and state terrorism, the vicious circle of 

political violence and military intervention begun decades before. Norden (1996) describes 

this as a process of militarization of the political system with an institutional interests 

polarized by both politics and tradition of coup d’état beginning already in 1930 with the 

overthrow of the democratic elected president Hipólito Yrigoyen (Norden 1996:21, 22).  

   However it wasn’t until the charismatic military officer Juan Domingo Perón came to power 

in 1946 that the political polarization of Argentine society really took its shape. Perón who 

had shadowed the military coup in 1943 under nationalistic and anti-communistic tendencies 

had very skilfully organised the Argentinian working-class by taking power of unions and 

creating what is known today as the Peronism (Norden 1996:23-25). Perón and his wife Eva 

Duarte de Perón carried out a number of important social reforms such as extended legal and 

labour rights for both workers and women, which later have made them become more or less 

national symbols of Argentina. But the authoritarian and populist tendencies of Perón also 

caused conflicts with both the Catholic Church and the military, which finally gave rise to the 

removal of Perón by force in 1955 and the banning of peronism from political participation 

for the next 18 years (Norden 1996:27).  
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   The following two decades were anything but peaceful in featuring constant change of both 

civil and military governments while uprising guerrilla movements of the 60´s and 70´s 

absorbed excluded and dissatisfied political activists, which in some way united the military 

in striving for national order and security but also divided the Peronist movement into a 

extreme right and left wing polarization (Norden 1996:41). On the return and death of Perón 

in 1974 the violence was escalating into more or less a civil war. On the left side guerrilla 

groups like Montoneros banned by Perón himself conducting advanced urban guerrilla 

warfare by assaulting, assassinating and kidnapping political targets. On the right side the 

paramilitary group of AAA (Alianza Argentina Anticomunista) adapted by the government of 

Isabel Martínez de Perón to combat the extreme left with same informal means of warfare 

(Norden 1996:45, 48). By 1975 the military violence started to surpass the Guerrilla activities 

culminating in 1976 with more than 4000 presumed disappeared from military activities 

compared with almost 300 deaths caused by the Guerrillas (Norden 1996:59). In this context 

the military made one of the most organized attempts of bureaucratic authoritarianism by 

joining all the armed forces in a coup d’état of removing Isabel Perón under the political plan 

of National Process of Reorganization (Processo de Reorganizacíon Nacional, PRN) (Norden 

1996:53). Though the military regime of 1976-83 had big success in eliminating the Urban 

Guerrilla movements and wiping out the Montoneros, the cost of repression, subversive 

warfare and politicization of armed forces ended with economic collapse, corruption and 

losing a war of Las Malvinas in 1982 (Falkland Islands). This was in many ways a disaster for 

military professionalism as skilled leaders subordinated politics, which leaves the conclusion 

that politics and military organizations are both better of separated (Norden 1996:60-76).       

   Even if Argentina since then has practiced a relatively transparent constitutional democracy 

with strong presidency (Karlsson 2015a), it wasn’t until 2005 that the amnesty laws for 

former military junta leaders were totally suspended and trials of human rights violations 

could continue (Karlsson 2015b). However from a development and labour perspective the 

progressive social politics that Perón clearly manifested by a national focus on urban 

industrialization, made or forced the urban working class not only becoming loyal to Perón 

(Norden 1996:25). Perón also transformed it by mixing the political experienced European 

immigrants with the unorganized rural labour forces in skilfully redefining traditional labour 

symbolism claiming a new era of patriotism with no need for foreign socialistic tendencies 

(Jelin 1997:302; Plotkin 2002:61). The subsidized urban politics of Perón increased the 

transition from rural to urban areas, which today concludes over 90% of the Argentinian 

population (MINURVI 2007:5).   
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The towns of misery 

In Argentina informal settlements are known as  “Villas Miserias” (Towns of Misery) or just 

“Villas” deriving from Bernado Verbitsky´s novel “Villa Misería tambíen es América” (1957) 

in describing the social drawbacks of urbanization and Peronist politics (Buttes 2013:269). 

However the first informal settlements in Argentina can be traced even further back to the 

infamous decade of 1930´s with great depression and coup d’état, which created a massive 

internal migration due to the collapse of countryside´s economy and forced urban 

industrialization (Clichevsky 2002:38; Cravino 2011:2; Norden 1996:21).  

   The process of urbanization was in these days supported by governmental subventions such 

as public transport and urban lots, especially during the years of Perón. However in absence 

of restrictions and proper urban planning, many of these neighbourhoods started to change 

due to increased migration and following decades of turbulent economy and political 

instability (Clichevsky 2002:38; Norden 1996). The growth and population of these informal 

settlements have always been very dependent of the prevailing political climate especially 

during 1976-83 when the military government launched a specific plan of eradication. From a 

dramatic rise during the 60´s the population of the settlements now dropped drastically from 

systematic relocation with garbage trucks into the outskirts of the city, just to slowly grow 

back at the return of democracy. Though national statistics on poverty can be very misguiding 

(Karlsson 2015c), there is still estimated that 200 000 people today lives in these informal 

settlements of Buenos Aires mainly coming from surrounding countries such as Paraguay, 

Bolivia and Peru (Cravino 2011:3, 7).  

   In the early days these informal settlements were only a transition point before saving 

enough money to move further into the society, but today generations are growing up in these 

neighbourhoods stigmatized and marked by social exclusion much because of skewed 

housing markets and lack of public housing policies. The situation has gone so far that many 

of these “villas” has developed own informal markets of renting and because of limits in 

urban space this has now created a new group of people excluded from the “villas”, forced to 

choose between the streets or occupying any other place in the city (Cravino 2011). Though 

there have been several attempts of addressing the current situation like the installation of the 

special secretariat of urbanization (SECHI), the strategy of sport and community centres 

rather seems to threaten and upset the local habitants, which since long lives by their own 

structures of power. These people rather see physical improvements of basic services and 

infrastructure, but that is far over the secretariat´s budget that is not really addressing the 

social-housing situation (The Economist 2014). 



Resilience and Risks - John Hero´ 33 

   In a study from 2010 Ohlsson & Krause investigates the supply of public services in one of 

Buenos Aires informal settlements hosting more than 10.000 habitants. The study showed that 

even if contrasted towards upper class gated communities in terms of state presence; these 

neighbourhoods does not live in total anarchy but rather through self organized strategies of 

providing daily basic need and services, some legal and some illegal but mostly based on 

voluntary support and a culture of individual trust in minding your own business (Ohlsson & 

Krause 2010). Though there is no clear urban planning and state representation in these areas 

there is still a great number of organisations representing the community in everything from 

catholic-networks to volunteer and social active organizations.  

   Ann Mitchell (2011) have investigated the civil society networks around informal 

settlements in Buenos Aires and found that even if many of these organizations are working 

under voluntarily conditions the majority do receive economic funding or resources from the 

government. This is however limited to alimentary programs and services, which have 

disadvantaged other social and physical programs such as education or improving basic 

infrastructure. However many organization have first started with alimentary programs and 

then expanded their activities into other social needs (Mitchell 2011:30).  

   So while trying to penetrate these areas, the socio-economic and physical barriers of the city 

stand strong. The perceptions from outsiders and close neighbours generally contain fear 

related to crime, violence and drugs, which are further reinforced by media constantly 

communicating the phrase Inseguridad or insecurity along with frequent reports of murder, 

kidnapping and rapes (Duke 2012). However the security issue is not the only risk in these 

neighbourhoods as Clichevsky (2002) shows that there also are several extended risks 

concerning urban-environmentally hazards such as annual floodings, contaminated water and 

industrial polluted areas related to extensive social polarization between rich and poor 

neighbourhoods (Clichevsky 2002).  

   But then it also depends on the local context as in the case of Ohlsson & Krause (2010) 

when the majority of participants living inside the informal settlement express violence and 

drug addiction as the most problematic issue before basic resources such as food, health and 

education (Ohlsson & Krause 2010:21). In this context of extended urban social polarization 

of public service distribution the politics of who gets what can hardly be denied. To 

understand this situation of social exclusion Maria Cravino (2011:10) draws parallels to social 

fascism and concepts of parallel states were one group is protected and favoured by the state 

while the other one is rather subject of social damnation.  
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Empirical background 
Identifying the local context of functionality, hazards and disasters 

Based on the theoretical framework and operationalization of resilience in a disaster context, 

the empirical background will focus on describing the functional setting in relation to hazard, 

disasters and conditions of vulnerability in two different local areas of Villas Miserías. 

Functionality does here refers to essential basic and physical structures in terms of critical 

facilities as transport, electricity, water, health, emergency, communication, security and 

public administration, which will be described from interviews and observations. 

 

Villa Misería 1 

Situated in the provincial regions of greater Buenos Aires this area of informal settlements 

forms a part of a local community governed by its municipality, which separates it from the 

autonomous city of Buenos Aires Capital. Informal settlements in Argentine context of Villas 

Miserías are here described as an urban area without proper streets, resources or formal 

economic possibilities of housing. It is an area excluded from the rest of the city mostly with 

no rule of law or presence of police or emergency services, which in many cases surrounds by 

residential gated communities. What happens inside is a different world from outside which 

have created its own structure and culture of life. If you live inside the Villa you mainly refer 

to it as your own neighbourhood (Barrio) to avoid the stigmatization and insult refereed to the 

social categorization of Villas Miserías in being a “Villero” mainly used in a negative context 

from an outside perspective.  

   The functionality of this settlement in terms of critical facilities corresponds well to the 

general description of a Villa Miserías with its small passages, low housings and informal 

solutions of basic services as water, electricity and open sewers as demonstrated in figure 5-7 

(appendix 4). Even if this settlement seems to cover many basic services, the degree of access 

and informality varies from both an inside and outside perspective. From an outside 

perspective the area have access to both health and security in close cooperation between 

national resources of military police units and signed conventions of the municipality. 

However these services does only reach the surrounding limits when the police never goes 

inside, except in some occasions when habitants have broken the municipality restrictions of 

vertical construction, which implies a functionality of security in protecting the outside from 

the inside. The same applies for basic services such as electricity and water that are being 

delivered to the surrounding limits were each one connects it own cable or hose.  
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   From an inside perspective this was first carried out in more organized forms but because of 

a never-ending stream of new arrivals the situation soon returned to local normality of 

minding your own business. Even if outsiders speak of Villas as one entity this is far from 

true when the inside context is separated and categorized both by names, political parties and 

level of urbanization. The south and east parts differs from the north parts where former 

national projects of housing commenced but ended in a corrupt situation with the local 

municipality. Even if the municipality deliver these services there is no one inside the 

settlement that pays either taxes or services, which in some way constitutes an extra legal 

world heavily crowded with 150 families living in same physical boundaries as 50 families 

outside the settlement. From a political point of view this situation seems be convenient in 

supporting an informal structure of exchanging votes for social plans and projects, which 

clearly contributes to an uneven and differed distribution of inside structure and physical 

development. 

   In this case hazards and disasters are not primarily related to natural events when the overall 

answer from the interviews instead inflicts human induced hazards such as violence and drugs 

as the most problematic issues in relation to structural poverty and lack of future expectations. 

However in terms of frequent floodings and open sewers, natural events still contribute to the 

hazardous environment with long term consequences of diseases and health problems along 

with short term risks of material losses and infrastructure abruptions.  

   Even if the situation has been improved by benefitting on municipality constructions of 

reservoirs, severe flooding clearly strikes harder inside the settlement then outside when 

people get tied up in protecting houses, belongings and personal documents. But then this 

should be compared with the characteristics of vulnerability from violence and drugs that 

constantly increases as more people arrives and whole generations grow up in this 

environment. The distribution of drugs that before was limited to some parts of the settlement 

today affects almost every family were the problem of consuming alcohol or other type of low 

qualitative drugs such as “Paco” 2 today includes children, parents and grandparents that 

becomes both dealers and consumers in a vicious circle of misery and addiction.   

 

                                                
2 ”Paco” is a low qualitative drug made from cocaine leftovers often mixed with crushed glass with devastating 
brain damages in creating a state of living dead (C2).  
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Villa Miseria 2 

In opposite of the first description this second area of informal settlements is situated within 

the boundaries of Buenos Aires Capital in a similar decentralized context of municipality but 

categorized into neighbourhoods and communes. In this context a Villas Misería is described 

as a place were ordinary people arrives from surrounding countries like Bolivia and Paraguay 

to simply start a new life and work in the city. The villa is a place that assembles the people 

who many times comes from an outside reality much worse than the socio economic situation 

inside these villas. In this context the definition is much closer to informal settlements than 

the traditional concept of Villas Miserías characterized by extreme poverty, which in this case 

is manifested by people rather using the word “Villa” according to the general level of 

urbanization and physical development in these areas.   

   The functionality of this settlement differs in several ways from the first description of a 

Villa Misería characterized by extreme poor conditions in housing and basic infrastructures. 

Firstly according to figure 9 and 10 in observing critical facilities (appendix 4), there are no 

restrictions in vertical construction of housing, which also contains varies services of both 

food and daily needs. Electricity is here brought inside the settlement and there is no open 

sewers or extreme piles of garbage observable.   

   From an inside perspective the whole area is more accessible with presence of both physical 

infrastructure and public administration. Even if the level of urbanization varies both inside 

and between villas in this area, streets are named and made accessible for both vehicles and 

pedestrians with inside presence of police, health and local municipality office. The process 

of arrival in this context generally means that habitants first arrive to either rent a room or 

occupy a temporary shelter and then stepwise construct upper floors available for renting. The 

average income of collecting a rent depends on the quantity of rooms and floors but in many 

cases two or more floors could generate as much as 20 to 30 000 pesos per month, without 

any official costs of electricity, water or taxes.  

   From an outside perspective some parts of this area seems to be even more developed then 

many formal neighbourhoods in terms of highly equipped apartments, expensive cars and 

presence of public services. However the informal situation of living is still highly insecure 

and vulnerable in close relation to drugs and violence without formal contracts or security that 

made some groups specialize in exploiting arrivals by offering or selling apartments and then 

later forcing them to leave. Even if the people does not formally pay for public services the 

cost of informality is the risk of violence and drugs, which despite high level of urbanization 
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still marks the area as a villa in being highly dangerous and insecure from an outsider 

perspective.  

   In this context according to the interviews there is hardly any existence of natural hazards 

more than temporary floodings and sporadic contamination of water that is more or less 

appliable for the whole community. Disasters in this context are instead referred to the 

informality of housing, drugs and violence that is more described as a cultural problem or 

phenomenon in protecting personal dignity and property within the community. This creates 

an environment were informal evictions or small disputes on the football field can easily 

accelerate into armed conflicts or shootouts often with the consequence of deadly outcome.  

 

Resilience and Risks - Case descriptions  
Describing levels and perspectives 

The process of resilience involves describing individual and community level of resistance; 

adaptation and recovery, while perceptions of risk will focus on inside and outside 

perspectives according to subjectively perceived and socially constructed understanding of 

risks. Both cases refer to empirical data collected from interviews and observations.  

 

Case 1: Process of resilience 

Resistance 

The first phase in the process of resilience constitutes by physical construction and 

engineering skills in order to achieve resistance towards collapsing or damaging buildings and 

hazards (UNISDR 2009:28). In this first description according to figure 8 (appendix 4) we 

can see how the local dweller have constructed a permanent protection of a small brick wall in 

the entrance of the house to protect it from the persistent threat of flooding and incoming 

sewage water. In this case the dweller possesses the necessary resources and individual 

capability of self-organization to resist the outside threat of natural hazards in order to quickly 

return to normal function of informality.  

   From a community perspective this situation is well behind proposed restrictions of vertical 

constructions according to the political strategy of resisting further expansion. In fact the 

municipality deliver all critical facilities according to signed convention of infrastructure, 

which in addition to floodings have been largely mitigated by the municipality constructions 

of new water reservoirs. The normal function of both surrounding security and inside political 

process of exchanging votes is maintained as long as the social situation persists in balancing 
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on inside and outside political demands and opportunities. Even if the municipality only 

reaches the outer boundaries there is a large presence of voluntary initiatives both inside and 

outside the area that in this case feature high level of self-organization on a community level 

in order to mitigate the poor social situation. In this perspective resistance comes partly from 

physical constructions but also from the municipality itself, which prefers to retain political 

control of the situation without individual or local initiatives of self-organization. This is a 

frustrating situation when people in reality have to choose between either government plans 

or freedom of speech.  

 

Adaptation  

The second phase in the process of resilience derives from adjustments in natural or human 

systems, which moderate harm or beneficial opportunities such as market changes or 

intentional adaption policies and plans in response to expected climatic stimuli or effects 

(UNISDR 2009:4). From this point of view figure 11 (appendix 4) demonstrates an 

interesting example of environmental adaptation in housing policies related to existing 

context of informality were each dweller is situated in different phases of constructing 

additional upper-floors. From an individual perspective this is an excellent situation of self-

organization were arrivals absorb and accommodate to the informal situation by creating an 

independent living of rental in seizing a beneficial opportunity that no one wishes to leave. In 

this context almost everyone is working, the women mainly as maids and the men in the 

construction business, which contribute to the existence of both resources and knowledge of 

how to organise the work.   

   From a community perspective when urbanization is the main objective, tall buildings is not 

necessarily the main problem for the municipality especially not in absence of severe natural 

hazards. In this case urbanization can be defined as theory when both dwellers and politicians 

in reality perceive informal structures of housing and exchanging votes as more lucrative than 

formal systems of solidarity. From an adaptive perspective both individuals and community 

have adapted to this informal setting were physical resistance of resilience is rather inverted 

towards structures of formality. People simply will not leave and the situation does not seem 

to have a solution.  

 

Recovery  

The final step in the process of resilience marks recovery in restoring and improving facilities, 

livelihoods and living conditions of disaster-affected communities (UNISDR 2009:23). In this 
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case figure 12 (appendix 4) is demonstrating the final step of recovery by completing the 

restoration of poor living conditions characterized by traditional definition of Villas Miserías 

in a governmental housing projects called mono-blocs. From an individual perspective this 

urbanized setting of informal settlement access to all critical facilities as any formal 

neighbourhood. However the transition is not fully completed when the area is still perceived 

and marked by outsiders as highly dangerous and insecure because of drugs and violence. 

This strong perception of social boundaries and differences has created a feeling of safety for 

inside habitants, which is very hard to leave both in mind and reality. Inside they form a part 

of a micro-society but outside from a larger community perspective they are just someone 

coming from drugs, violence and social misery.  

 

Case 2: Perception of risks  

The definition of risk 

The definition of risk varies within the context of interviews that in general contain negative 

aspects of life or experience except in one case when also possibilities or opportunities is 

being highlighted according to perceived risks. From these perspectives inside risks is closely 

related to described hazards such as drugs and violence, which does not differ much between 

the two local settings.  

 
Outside it can be one person in a family addicted by drugs… inside it could be the mother, 

the grandmother or both… it´s a generation of drug addiction… (C3) 

 
The risk… for example, I know that I should not go at certain times in certain places. There 

are places in the Villa that are more dangerous than others. Then I will not go there. 

Because I know that they are all drugged… (L1) 

 
However risks are also described in more subtle terms of everyday risks such as existing 

culture and lack of future hope and expectations.  

 
I would say the main risk is the everyday risk… in a sense that more dangerous, security, 

health problems… I think that bigger risk is getting the “villa mentality” that your life and 

your future will always be like that. Recognising that always live in that area. I think that… 

young kids may think that the only problem is getting drugs, getting pregnant and not 

develop… and people say ok I was born here, I die here without thoughts of better future.  

It would be good if people sometimes think I can take a risk and get organized for the 

neighbourhood… but sometimes they say I wont take that risk I just want a madras or some 

food… people get resignation to their life, about the future. (C7) 
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 In this context risk could be something good in re-organize for a better future by trying to 

escape the culture of individualism and gaining on a collective level. Then from an outside 

perspective risks is clearly related to insecurity but not only from violence and drugs related 

to the Villa, also in terms of how people outside verbally express the fear of these areas.  

 
Some people say that one day you will have to kill them all… all dirty blacks... talking 

about being black or have darker skin, directly means that the colour of skin is associated 

with being criminal or lazy or dirty tramp... lazy... sloth… who work little. And always 

this verbal violence that express some inner fear, I think. When they are so definitive 

about this, that everyone is the same... all blacks are the same, bad or dangerous 

criminals. That's a fear of a risk. (U1) 

 

These expressions clearly mark a general attitude towards these people as lazy with no 

intentions of labour efforts often described through the colour of skin. Even if it´s hard to 

generalize these attitudes both from an inside and outside perspective the problem of drugs 

carry many implications of both apathy and violence in relation to ease addiction.  

 

Subjectively perceived risks  

Subjectively perceived risks refer to individual knowledge, situation or experience according 

to response and judgement (Renn 1998:58). In this context violence and insecurity is 

something that people both from inside and outside the settlement confront in everyday life.  

 
They have robbed everyone once… I had a friend that was in the car at the traffic lights… 

like when we come to a traffic light I always look back and with a space to the car in front 

of me… but… with a “gun”… a weapon. (C2:1) 

 
They robbed the whole house of a friend of me … smashed everything… throwing…  

Is that people from the Villa or outside? No the Villa… three blocks from here… one block 

like that… the only one like that… and there it is the villa and after the next block no 

more… terrible, terrible… the neighbours have a mail here, everyone on mail… and the last 

years they have robbed 300 neighbours… down there… (C2:2) 

 

The everyday risk and reality of getting robbed have in this case made surrounding 

neighbours organising electronically to keep each other informed of assaults and criminal 
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activity in close relation to the neighbourhood. Same experience of robbery also seems to 

create individual strategies of self-organization.  

 
I was 15 and I was walking down the street when five youths approached probably from a 

Villa, as one always thinks. They beat me up and took my watch and backpack, but 

thankfully as the years was passing by one learns how to overcome the fears... I had some 

incidents when they asked for my cell phone... but my cell was of such low quality that they 

returned it to me... the returning is very curious if you want I'll show you the cell phone I 

had. Twice that happened to me... you can´t believe it, it's funny. (U1) 

 

Experience and fear of assaults makes people from an outside context follow strategies of 

avoiding certain areas and in this case carry a mobile phone of cheap quality in case of 

robbery. However the risk of violence is not exclusively referred to an outside context where 

the level of vulnerability might be even higher inside the settlement.    

 
Sure, sure, the Villa is dangerous, dangerous as neighbourhood of Once, or dangerous as 

Palermo Soho, where you walk and they rob you anyway... yes there is violence... they kill 

people... for example in a football game they get angry and they kill... like I showed you the 

other day were the boy was killed on the stairs... it is heavy when one is against another 

over there... begins there and evolves... every day is not like that, but when it starts... the 

one that was here before me... they fired 18 shots... and there was his car and they shot it 

(peeew, peeew, peeew) ... into the car... not to him but the car that was right there... here 

everything goes fast (boom)... there is no steps... (L1)  

 

The informal settlement can be as dangerous as any place depending on whom you meet. The 

difference from an outside perspective is that inside the Villa small disputes can escalate fast 

without any or few steps between verbal and armed conflict, which people is very aware of in 

minding their own business and not causing unnecessary trouble. 

   

Socially constructed risks  

Socially constructed risks refer to social or collective interest, values and culture according to 

social context of individuals, groups and organizations (Renn 1998:65). From this perspective 

self-organization on a community level in terms of voluntary organizations and projects can 

be understood as a social platform of collective interests. The interesting part is to see how 

perceived risks is changing depending on the specific social context. In this case in terms of 
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each person´s professional background and work related to the settlement no one is declaring 

that they experience a risk in neither one of the two local settings.  

 
No, because in situations like today, going to a place during the day in a situation where no 

one is going to going to push me…  when you go with a group and in this situation I do not 

see a direct risk at the moment, because in that environment in that context I do not feel that 

I will see anything dangerous. (U1) 

 
No, because whenever I go inside I always go with people … people from churches that 

work with the community… For me a risk would be for working with the people I knew 

that they don’t like it they don’t want to pay the house or doesn’t want community to 

involve… for those attentions not for me… or for people having a bad day…  (C7) 

 
In these two situations moving with a group preferably during the day and with people that 

know the area is perceived as a safe option. In this case the perceived risk comes with the 

purpose of the visit when outside objectives may collide with inside benefits of informality. 

However in this context work seems to be a uniting concept especially if it involves people 

that are familiar with the area.    

 
We work in violence. When violence in a family are mixed with addictions it is very 

difficult ... I do not feel like fear or anything like that. (C1)  

 
In general, people who are working there do not have much fear. It is not a paralyzing fear, 

no. Because they are there to work, if they were very afraid they would not do it. (C3) 

 
In this case the perceived risks according to outside perspective tends to be mitigated by non-

state initiatives of social work, but only when the organisational setting of collective interest 

enables some sort of social integration between inside and outside participants.  

 
Outside they think more about the risk of security and safety… and some say that you 

should get all poor people out of there and send them away… but that is not a good 

solution. I think… when we have organised football games and people from inside meet 

people from outside … they say maybe we should work together to find solutions. (C7) 

 
From everyday perceived risks of violence, drugs and insecurity to a collective understanding 

of solidarity, self-organization at a community level seems to close the invisible gap between 

inside and outside perspectives. In this sense the whole community have something to learn.   
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ANALYSIS AND RESULTS  
This chapter is presenting analysis and concluding results according to theoretical and 
analytic framework based on this study´s empirical background, aim and research questions 
 
The concept of disaster resilience  
The first part of analysis and results builds on the first research question of: What is resilience 

according to the academic debate and definition of United Nations International Strategy for 

Disaster Reduction? In one sense most of this question is already discussed through this 

study´s theoretical framework and model of Disaster Risk Reduction and Resilience. However 

to complete this study´s aim and purpose of analysing the concept of disaster resilience by 

describing possible contemporary complications in both theory and practice, there is still 

some important aspects of the academic debate to be further discussed according to the United 

Nations concept of disaster risk reduction and resilience.  

 

The academic debate and definition of United Nations  

Resilience according to the academic debate has shown to be a contested concept varying 

among many different fields and definitions of research. In deriving from the technological 

field of elasticity and stability resilience has evolved mainly through natural sciences and 

ecological research into the world of social studies. Even if resilience from a social science 

perspective tends to be considerable underrepresented in the academic debate the concept has 

become highly popular especially since being adopted by the United Nations International 

Strategy for Disaster Reduction (UNISDR).  

   In this context when considering politics and development issues in relation to urban 

growth, disasters and crises management the main question is for whom and for what are we 

really building resilience? Can there really be equal meaning and improvement of all kinds of 

resilience within a community? From this point the main findings from analysing and 

comparing the academic debate and concept of resilience concludes at least two important 

theoretical aspects in terms of process thinking: 1) The contradiction of resistance 2) The 

absence of prevention.  

   First, in deriving from technical concepts of stability resilience generally means the capacity 

of resistance to remain stable, which in this sense means returning to equilibrium but not 

necessarily. The definition and term of resistance then returns in several perspectives of 

resilience such as concepts of engineering, individual, organisation as well as disasters and 
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crises resilience (see fig 2). Even if varying in complexity resistance fundamentally suggests 

something that is deeply in contrast to resilience as flexible and adaptable, especially in terms 

of robust engineering and constructions as UNISDR describes. Resistance could absolutely 

contribute to community resilience by intelligent constructions of canals and other smart 

technical solutions but according to political aspects and process-thinking, resistance seems to 

be far too multifaceted, which seems be counterproductive if disaster resilience is supposed to 

assist rather than resist sustainable development.  

   Secondly, in comparing the academic debate and perspectives of resilience with the United 

Nations concept of disaster risk reduction there seems to be a contradictive relation between 

the theoretical definition of resilience and main objective of risk prevention. From a process 

perspective prevention is clearly included in the definition of community resilience (see fig 

2), which describes the ability to anticipate risk in order to limit impact, and bounce back 

rapidly in face of turbulent change in a positive manner (CARRI 2013:10). However this is 

not the case according to the perspective of disaster and crises when UNISDR describes the 

first step in process of resilience as resistance, despite the fact that prevention of risk is a 

central concept stated by UNISDR in both vision and goals of International disaster policy. 

This is an important aspect of theory because the political context and meaning of resilience 

can transform drastically, especially if underlying drivers of risks corresponds with 

underlying socio-economic and political factors of inequality, democracy and poverty.  

 

Comparing cases of resilience and risks 
The second part of analysis and results focus on the main part of analysis, which builds on the 

second question of research in: How can we understand self-organization according to the 

process of resilience and perception of risk in informal settlements of Buenos Aires, 

Argentina? In comparing empirical background of local setting and main cases this part forms 

two categories: self-organization and functionality in local setting, and process of resilience 

and perception of risk.  

 

Self-organization and functionality in local context  

When comparing the two local settings of functionality according to critical facilities, hazards 

and disasters there are both similarities and differences in characteristics of vulnerability and 

resilience (table 2). Firstly from a perspective of functionality in terms of critical facilities 
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both areas feature same informal characteristics of not paying for any public services such as 

electricity, water or land use. 

 
Villa Misería 1 Villa Misería 2 

Functionality / Critical facilities 
Inside 

Small passages 
Low housing 

Outside / Surrounding limits 
Public services - infrastructure (community 

Inside 
Streets and side walks 

Tall buildings 
Public services - infrastructure (community) 

 

Disasters and hazards 
Disaster - human / natural induced 
Primer hazard – drug and violence 

Natural hazards – floodings, open sewer 

Disaster – human induced 
Primer hazard – drug and violence 

Natural hazards – non 
Characteristics of vulnerability 

Informality of votes, connections, costs 
Violence, drugs, addiction, structural poverty and 

lack of future expectations. Frequent flooding, 
disaster losses and open sewer. Diseases, health 

and infrastructure abruptions 

Informality of housing, costs, evictions, votes 
Violence, drugs, cultural problem or phenomenon 
in protecting personal dignity and property within 
local setting of community. Escalating violence 

Table 2. Local context of functionality 
Note. The table demonstrates the compared local context of functionality described in the empirical background.   
 

The differences however derives from different political strategies in were the first local 

setting is characterized by small passages and prohibition of vertical constructions in a 

community context were public services such as electricity, water, health and security only 

reaches the surrounding limits. This is contrasted in the second local setting with a presence 

of both streets, cars and daily services were absence of restrictions in vertical constructions 

instead have created a informal market of renting, in a community context were most public 

services and critical facilities are being delivered inside the settlement.  

   From a perspective of disasters and hazards the first settlement differs from the second by 

clearly feature a context of natural hazards in terms of annual floodings, which together with 

open sewers creates a vulnerable environment of potential disaster losses, diseases, health and 

infrastructure abruptions. However both settlements describes the primary threat and presence 

of hazards as human induced caused by violence and drugs, which no matter of level of 

urbanization makes both areas marked and stigmatized as informal settlements in being highly 

dangerous and poor from an outside perspective. From an inside perspective this situation of 

social exclusion seems to create a familiar feeling of safety that is hard to leave for inside 

habitants, which is further reinforced by informal political strategies of exchanging votes for 
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social plans and projects. However the question still remains in how does this specific 

individual capability of self-organization correspond with a closer analysis of resilience and 

risks, especially regarding a functional setting of informal and formal livelihoods.   

  

Process of resilience and perception of risks 

Comparing these two main-concepts of analysis may be a complex task with many options 

and possibilities. For this reason the analytic structure will be presented with a focus on 

contradictions and differences within and between the cases mainly according to different 

perceptions, perspectives and strategies on individual and community level (table 3).  

 
Case 1:Process of resilience Case 2:Perception of risk 

Resistance The definition of risk 
Physical protection to flooding (fig. 8) 

- Individual capability of resistance (ind) 
- High level of self-organization (com) 
- Community resistance (com) 

Close relation of described hazards 
Everyday risk of drug and violence (in) 

Re-organising for better future (in) 
Fear and attitude of crime and violence (out) 

Adaptation Subjectively perceived risks 
Adaptation in housing policies (fig. 11) 

- Accommodate to informal situation (ind) 
- Benefitting rental and work (ind) 
- Resistance to formality (ind/com) 

Everyday experience of violence and insecurity 
Organising the neighbourhood (out) 

Individual strategies of limit risk (out) 
Fast escalation of conflict (in) 

Recovery Socially constructed risks 
Restoration of poor living conditions (fig. 12) 

- Formality of critical facilities (ind) 
- Governmental housing project (com) 
- Persistence of informality (ind/com) 

Self-organization on community level 
Voluntary initiatives and work (in/out) 

Mitigating perceived risks (out) 
Closing invisible gaps (in/out) 

Table 3. Main-concepts of analysis: Resilience and Risks 
Note. The table demonstrates the compared context of case descriptions, which indicates results on individual 
and community levels (ind/com) as well as inside and outside perspectives (in/out). 
 

The first case demonstrates three phases of resilience beginning with an individual example of 

self-organization in resisting natural hazards of floodings. The same local setting does also 

contain high level of voluntary initiatives, which in this case concludes a community context 

of both resistance and contribution of resilience. In the second phase resistance however takes 

another form of benefitting from informality on both individual and community levels, which 

means that resilience in this case rather constitutes informal structures of living than formal 

ones. In the third phase of recovery the local setting contains a high degree of formality 
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according to inside access of public services and governmental urbanization projects, but still 

perceived informality persists on both levels.  

   The second case then brings another perspective (table 3), which confirms multiple 

presences of hazards and the interpretation of disaster as human induced related to everyday 

risk of drugs and violence. Self-organization in this context occur on both individual and 

community level, which can be perceived contributing to both formal and informal 

functionality of resilience. Firstly, fear and outside attitudes of crime, violence and day work 

seems to be a reality from both inside and outside subjectively perceived experiences. Based 

on these experiences self-organization forms strategies on both individual and community 

level, which tends to reinforce both physical and invisible social barriers between an outside 

and inside context.  

   Secondly, considering self-organization from a community perspective in terms of social 

and voluntary initiatives of work, self-organization seems to mitigate risks from an outside 

perspective were former subjectively perceived risks no longer is being perceived as a 

personal threat. This depends on several factors but mainly related to the purpose of work in 

alliance with local people coming from an inside context, which in contrary of subjectively 

perceived risks instead seems to close the invisible gap of social barriers.  

   In comparing these two cases resilience depends largely on which type of social setting and 

functionality that ought to be identified as the preferable state of livelihood. From this point 

of view there exist two types of community levels or perspectives were one responds to the 

local situation in terms of voluntary initiatives of self-organization and another one that refers 

to political strategies and policymaking of the community. In this case there can be two 

possible scenarios of resilience depending on the chosen type of functionality that will 

involve both levels of community perspective and a third scenario that highlights the 

dilemmas of natural hazards, resources and collective self-organization.  

 

Scenario 1: Resilience striving for informality 

Beginning with the first type of scenario the described process of resilience according to state 

of informality seems to suit both inside individuals and the political perspectives of 

community, especially in the second context of local setting were self-organization is 

characterized by higher levels of urbanization and informal benefits of renting and work. This 

is however not the case for the individuals in the first context of local setting were the 

possibility of individual self-organization is much more restricted, but still convenient from a 

political perspective of community. If this local setting is the preferred functionality: Drug, 
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violence and political resistance from community probably will continue to be a landmark of 

these neighbourhoods, and subjectively perceived risks from outsiders such as fear of 

violence, drugs and getting robbed will surely keep on reinforcing invisible and physical 

barriers of the community.  

 

Scenario 2: Resilience striving for formality 

If resilience instead according to a second scenario should strive towards formal structures of 

living, the situation would probably not suit individuals and political perspectives of the 

second local setting as much as it would for the individuals living much more restricted in the 

first one. However still every individual living inside these boundaries of informality benefit 

from zero cost of public services and taxes, which in both settings are preferable from a 

political perspective of community in exchanging votes for social plans and benefits. So if 

formality is the preferable state of living resistance from both individuals and community first 

has to be mitigated, were inherently structures and persistence of informality can slowly seize 

existing. In this case community self-organization seems to be a mitigating force of both 

everyday risks and closing existing gaps of inside and outside perspectives, but then this 

depends on existing local political strategies and policy making which either could support or 

resist initiatives of community self-organization.  

 

Scenario 3: Resilience in terms of disaster policy 

From a third scenario resilience confronts with several types of dilemmas in terms of disaster 

policy according to described functionality, resources, self-organization and natural hazards. 

Lets say that based on these two local settings of informal settlements the municipality would 

like to become more resilient from a community perspective. If this should be done from a 

perspective of disaster policy the municipality will have to consider at least three questions of 

priority: 1) Presence of natural hazards and risk for disaster losses? 2) Necessary resources 

and capability of self-organization? 3) Type of functionality according to critical facilities?  

   From the first question resources should be prioritized according to natural hazards and risk 

of disaster losses, which clearly qualifies the first local context. But then the same context 

also contain high level of community self-organization, which doesn’t indicate direct need of 

state interference according to the second and third question except some urban infrastructure 

improvements such as proper streets and housings. Compared with the second local context 

this area doesn’t qualify in either absence of formal infrastructure or presence of natural 

hazards and risks of disaster losses, which is further reinforced by high level of individual 
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self-organization according to housing and everyday services. In this perspective resilience of 

natural hazards already exists in both local settings without even touching characteristics of 

vulnerability such as violence, drugs and social exclusion.  

   This fact will however take a complete different turn if the municipality should decide to 

include perception of risks into their political strategies of resilience building, which largely 

would mean accepting multiple presence of hazards and the possibility of disasters as human 

induced in relation to present everyday risks that clearly features long-term community risk-

prevention before individual short-term management of natural hazards.  

 

Complications in theory and practice for International disaster policy 
The third part of analysis and results builds on the last research question of: What possible 

complications on theory and practice could this have for International disaster policy in 

terms of United Nations frameworks for Action of Disaster Risk Reduction? Is there a need of 

changing paradigms? This question suggests a final comparing analysis between theory and 

empirics based on this study´s analytic framework and sub-concepts of analysis. From this 

perspective the analytic discussion will mainly refer to the main theoretical findings of 

contradiction of resistance and absence of prevention, in close relation of compared cases and 

scenarios of resilience and risks.  

 

Sub-concepts of analysis: Disasters, hazards, vulnerability and risks 

From a theoretical perspective disasters are mainly defined as a consequence of natural events 

or natural hazards, which makes human induced disasters such as political conflicts or poverty 

rather being categorized as underlying factors of vulnerabilities (UNISDR 2015b). This 

becomes problematic because from this definition according to local settings and main 

findings such as drug, crime and violence cannot be defined in terms of hazards, but rather as 

a resistant state of stability characterising a community´s sensibility of outside approaching 

natural hazards. However subjectively perceived risks and experiences shows that factors of 

vulnerability can be perceived as dangerous from an outside perspective, even in presence of 

physical resilient constructions and high level of self-organization. According to this situation 

hazards should rather be defined as multifaceted from both inside and outside perspectives, 

which in terms of persistent local system boundaries should rather speak for prevention of 

risks than physical resistance.  
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   If hazards can be defined as multifaceted from both inside and outside perspectives, this 

also means that vulnerability can co-exist with resilience without necessarily improving it. 

This study shows that physical resistance of infrastructure can be accomplished on both 

individual and community level without even touching future factors of either vulnerability or 

social marginalisation. Therefore in order to rather bouncing forward into formal structures of 

living than bouncing back into informality of drugs, crime and violence, risks needs to be 

prevented rather than resisted. However this depends highly on which risk that is to be 

considered acceptable or not, which closely connects local political strategies and policy 

making to individual freedom of self-organization.  

   If risk in this case is to be understood as both technical and subjectively perceived, 

resilience will also be identified in both individual and collective terms, which suggests that 

self-organization in terms of self-risk management could cause so called “risk-trade offs” and 

transfer vulnerability within the community (Renn 1998:52, 57; Sapountzaki 2007:289, 293). 

From this perspective resilience suddenly becomes a negotiated process depending on degree 

of self-organization and type of functionality, something that clearly is being demonstrated by 

analysing the process of resilience were degree of individual self-organization highly depends 

on political perspective of community. In this case it doesn’t matter if individual self-

organization is being promoted or restricted, this will always cause other types of risks and 

social consequences such as informal structures of rental and housing, which will benefit the 

owner economically but at the same time making his children and new arrivals more 

vulnerable in an informal context of risks such as drugs, violence and illegal evictions.   

   From a theoretical perspective resilience could mean returning to either formality or 

informality, which remind us that democracy not always is a stable state of normality but 

rather a process of social negotiation fragile of authoritarian tendencies, in many ways similar 

with the long history of military interventions and populistic politics of Argentina. From this 

point of view both scenarios of functionality is possible, but if resilience instead means formal 

structures of community according to a representative and inclusive type of democracy, this 

rather speaks for theoretical recommendations of prevention instead of resistance. However 

even if prevention of risk is chosen as a preferable strategy, neither municipalities nor 

researchers will escape that dilemmas of disaster policy will always include some kind of 

priority, which means that there will always be different levels of resilience depending on 

what type of local hazard or risk that are being prioritized, both from individual and 

community levels.   
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Frameworks for action 2005-2030: A change of paradigms? 

The year of 2015 has been important for the United Nations office for Disaster Risk 

Reduction in many ways. First they updated frameworks for action by replacing the Hyogo 

framework with the Sendai Framework at the third World Conference on Disaster Risk 

Reduction in Sendai, Japan 2015. Secondly they launched the 2015 Global Assessment 

Report in emphasizing a need of shift in paradigm from managing disasters of external threats 

to rather managing underlying drivers of risks related to inside perspective of development 

(UNISDR 2015e:xv-xvii). This means that the future disaster risk reduction program aim to 

take a more preventive nature in also addressing social and economic aspects such as 

inequality, poverty and politics, which according to this study´s results doesn’t seems to 

collide much with the original five areas of challenge: Governance; risk identification; 

knowledge management; reducing underlying risk factors and preparedness for response and 

recovery. On the contrary in relation to the process of resilience, prevention is something that 

is theoretically missing in the definition and concept of disaster resilience, as well as 

weaknesses of a one-way understanding of predominantly technical and natural aspects of 

risks, hazards and disasters.  

   So according to this study´s practical and theoretical findings on resilience and risks, 

UNISDR need to consider several theoretical and practical aspects regarding the present 

definition and concept of disaster resilience. Firstly all results show that if UNISDR would 

like to focus on preventive risk-management strategies they would need to redefine resilience 

by switching the term resistance on behalf of prevention or least add prevention of risks as a 

primary understanding of adaptation and recovery processes. Secondly there is no possibility 

of ignoring either the political dimension or the ambiguous definition of functionality, which 

directly confronts several dilemmas of UNISDR´s definitions in describing disasters, hazards, 

vulnerability and risks. If striving for a more profound understanding of risks and prevention 

these definitions will need to be reconsidered or at least complemented. Thirdly and last 

according to this study´s context one has to realize that resilience can take many forms on 

both individual and community levels that always include some kind of priority and political 

aspect in accessing and distributing resources, which does not necessarily need to correspond 

with sustainable development or democratic values when functionality and resilience could 

mean striving for both informal and formal structures of living. In this setting a change of 

paradigms from managing disasters to instead focus on underlying drivers of risks is clearly 

needed, especially if UNISDR are going to proceed with the strategic goals of frameworks for 

action in order to substantially reduce disaster risks and losses globally.   
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Concluding results 
The concluding results of this study can be summoned up in three parts according to the 

analytic structure of analysis and results. The first part attended the theoretical part of this 

study by comparing the academic debate with the United Nations concept of disaster 

resilience, which resulted in two important theoretical aspects on United Nations definition of 

disaster resilience: 1) The contradiction of resistance 2) The absence of prevention.  

   Based on these findings the second part resulted in a comparative description of two local 

settings characterized by multiple types of hazards in a context of both internal and external 

threats, which in this case indicate mainly human induced disasters such as violence, drugs 

and informality. Further constituted by two different political strategies, local policy making 

on urbanization in this case clearly affects people’s resources and capability of self-

organization. In comparing the process of resilience with perception of risk three different 

scenarios evolved were resilience striving for informality appear to reinforce social barriers of 

community, while resilience according to formality instead seems to mitigate both perceived 

risks and existing gaps of social exclusion. However this depends highly on local political 

strategies when resilience as self-organization always will include some kind of priority.  

   The third part of analysis then concluded this study´s theoretical findings by comparing 

main-cases of resilience and risks with United Nations concept of disaster resilience, which 

suggest hazards as multifaceted in a context of both technical and subjectively perceived risks 

were vulnerability is clearly separated from resilience. This means that resilience could occur 

on both individual and community levels independent of vulnerability and risks, which not 

necessarily need to correspond with sustainable development or values of democracy. This 

suggests that resilience in this case could involve both informal and formal structures of 

living, which makes it impossible to ignore a political dimension of community. In order to 

shift paradigms and focus on prevention rather than physical resistance, the United Nations in 

this case need to re-consider several theoretical aspects in relation of disaster risk reduction 

and resilience especially the contradiction of resistance and absence of prevention, which if 

not replacing resistance at least adding prevention to the general definition of resilience.   

 

 

 
 
 
 
 



Resilience and Risks - John Hero´ 53 

DISCUSSION 
This chapter is presenting the final discussion consisting of personal reflections and 
considerations in relation of method, analysis, result and future possibilities of research    
 
The aim of this study has been to analyse the concept of disaster resilience by describing 

possible contemporary complications in both theory and practice related to resilience and risk 

of informal settlements in Buenos Aires, Argentina. To complete this assignment I have 

applied the theoretical concept of resilience used by United Nations International Strategy for 

Disaster Reduction (UNISDR), which has implied a rather extensive work of analysing and 

summon up such a contested concept that resilience today has come to be.  

   However it has not only been necessary in order to complete this study´s purpose. It has also 

been quite interesting not at least from an international perspective according to sustainable 

development, which tend to see resilience as a universal solution mostly in terms of 

environmental issues and climate changes. This is interesting because it leads directly to 

fundamental values of what type of functionality and community do we prefer and prioritize. 

Does it include human rights and equality or does it mean to save the planet of all costs even 

if it would mean harder restrictions and less democracy?  

   Environment and natural resources are important maybe the most important we have, but 

the point is that environmental change does not estimate any value of normality exactly as this 

study has shown regarding different types of functionality and self-organization. Resilience 

and as well resistance can appear on both individual and community levels, which means that 

a system or community could return to any state of functionality if not properly identified and 

described. In this case it becomes impossible to ignore a political dimension of community in 

terms of resilience, which makes Argentina a remarkable example with its long history of 

military intervention and populistic politics. Let´s say that urbanization is the main-objective 

of a community when they decide to eradicate informal settlements by relocating habitants to 

other parts, exactly what happened during the last military government of Argentina. Is the 

community then becoming more resilient by means or by the result? By this I think that we 

have to realize that resilience just as democracy is a never ending negotiated process rather 

than a stable state, which make this study relevant and accurate from both a research and 

society perspective.  

   There is however some details that is worth mentioning according to methodological 

aspects on process and procedure. In a research-project that involves such a complicated area 

as informal settlements characterized by poverty, violence and social misery, one has to 
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consider many perspectives. Firstly I choose to participate in voluntary activities, which was a 

wise decision in getting to know possibilities and limits of the research context. It was also 

during this time that I took the decision of focusing on professionals rather than habitants or 

laypersons according to both time and ethical issues of the project. This could however be a 

limit of this study especially when perceptions of risks might vary from both an inside and 

outside perspective, especially according to differences between non-participating habitants 

and highly motivated persons of voluntary organizations.  

   From this perspective time and practical challenges does not only compose problems, but 

also possibilities of future research. From a theoretical perspective of the United Nations 

future project of disaster risk reduction, there will be very interesting to see what kind of 

effects a shift of paradigm could cause. What kind of risks and hazards should be defined and 

prioritized in a future disaster and risk-management context? How will UNISDR for example 

approach United Nations predictions of 41 mega-cities by the end of 2030? Or how should a 

local municipality prioritize if they confront a similar situation like demonstrated in this 

study, when two informal settlements are characterized by same type of risks and 

vulnerability but only one with a constant threat from natural hazards?  

   There are many interesting questions and dilemmas to follow up according to future risk, 

crises and disaster research, not at least from a disaster risk reduction perspective but also in 

general meaning according to the academic debate on resilience and risks. Especially when 

social science researchers seems to have considerable work to do if they are going to catch up 

on resilience within the predominant field of ecological and natural sciences studies.   
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APPENDIX 1 - SUMMARY DEFINITIONS 
 

Type/Domain Definitions: Resilience 

 
Technology 
 
 

 
“The faster the system returns to its equilibrium after a displacement, 
irrespective of whether no, few, or many oscillations are involved, the more 
elastic (resilient) it is.”  

(Bodin & Wiman 2004:34) 

 
Engineering 

 
”Stability near an equilibrium steady state, where resistance to disturbance and 
speed of return to the equilibrium are used to measure the property.” 

(Holling 1996:53) 
 
Ecology 

 
“The persistence of relationships within a system and is a measure of ability of 
these systems to absorb changes of state variables, driving variables, and 
parameters, and still persist.” 

(Holling 1973:17) 

 
Social/Ecology 

 
”The capacity of a system to absorb disturbance and reorganize while 
undergoing change so as to still retain essentially the same function, structure 
and feedbacks, and therefore identity, that is, the capacity to change in order to 
maintain the same identity. Social-ecological system Integrated system of 
ecosystems and human society with reciprocal feedback and interdependence.” 

(Folke et al. 2010) 

 
Individual 

 
”The ability of adults in otherwise normal circumstances who are exposed to 
an isolated and potentially highly disruptive event, such as the death of a close 
relation or a violent or life-threatening situation, to maintain relatively stable, 
healthy levels of psychological and physical functioning. ” 

(Bonanno 2004:20) 

 
Organisation 

 
“The adaptive capacity of an organization in a complex and changing 
environment […] to resist being affected by an event or the ability to return to 
an acceptable level of performance in an acceptable period of time.” 

(ASIS International 2009:48) 

 
Community 

 
“The capability to anticipate risk, limit impact, and bounce back rapidly 
through survival, adaptability, evolution, and growth in the face of turbulent 
change.” 

(CARRI 2013:10) 

 
Disaster/Crisis 

 
“The ability of a system, community or society exposed to hazards to resist, 
absorb, accommodate to and recover from the effects of a hazard in a timely and 
efficient manner, including through the preservation and restoration of its 
essential basic structures and functions.” 

(UNISDR 2009:24) 
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Term/Concept Definitions: UNISDR  

 
Resilience 
 
 

 
“The ability of a system, community or society exposed to hazards to resist, 
absorb, accommodate to and recover from the effects of a hazards in a timely 
and effective manner, including through the preservation and restoration of its 
essential basic structures and functions” 

(UNISDR 2009:24) 

 
Resistance 
 
 

 
“Structural measures: Any physical construction to reduce or avoid possible 
impacts of hazards, or application of engineering techniques to achieve hazard-
resistance and resilience in structures or systems.” 

(UNISDR 2009:28) 

 
Adaptation 

 
“The adjustment in natural or human systems in response to actual or expected 
climatic stimuli or their effects, which moderates harm or exploits beneficial 
opportunities. […] Adaptation can occur in autonomous fashion, for example 
through market changes, or as a result of intentional adaptation policies and 
plans” 

(UNISDR 2009:4) 

 
Response 

 
“The provision of emergency services and public assistance during or 
immediately after a disaster in order to save lives, reduce health impacts, ensure 
public safety and meet the basic subsistence needs of the people affected.” 

(UNISDR 2009:24) 

 
Recovery 

 
“The restoration, and improvement where appropriate, of facilities, livelihoods 
and living conditions of disaster-affected communities, including efforts to 
reduce disaster risk factors.” 

(UNISDR 2009:23) 
 

 
Functionality  

 
“Critical facilities: The primary physical structures, technical facilities and 
systems which are socially, economically or operationally essential to the 
functioning of a society or community, both in routine circumstances and in the 
extreme circumstances of an emergency. […] They include such things as 
transport systems, air and sea ports, electricity, water and communications 
systems, hospitals and health clinics, and centres for fire, police and public 
administration services” 

(UNISDR 2009:9) 

 
Disaster 
 
 

 
“A serious disruption of the functioning of a community or a society involving 
widespread human, material, economic or environmental losses and impacts, 
which exceeds the ability of the affected community or society to cope using its 
own resources.” 

 (UNISDR 2009:9) 
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Hazards 

 
“A dangerous phenomenon, substance, human activity or condition that may 
cause loss of life, injury or other health impacts, property damage, loss of 
livelihoods and services, social and economic disruption, or environmental 
damage.” 

 (UNISDR 2009:17) 

 
Vulnerability 

 
“The characteristics and circumstances of a community, system or asset that 
make it susceptible to the damaging effects of a hazard.” 

 (UNISDR 2009:30) 

 
Risk 

 
“The combination of the probability of an event and its negative consequences.” 

 (UNISDR 2009:25) 

 
Disaster Risk 

 
“The potential disaster losses, in lives, health status, livelihoods, assets and 
services, which could occur to a particular community or a society over some 
specified future time period.” 

(UNISDR 2009:9) 

 
Residual Risk 

 
“The risk that remains in unmanaged form, even when effective disaster risk 
reduction measures are in place, and for which emergency response and 
recovery capacities must be maintained.”  

(UNISDR 2009:23) 
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APPENDIX 2 – FRAMEWORKS FOR ACTION 
 

Hyogo Framework 
2005-2015 

Sendai Framework 
2015-2030 

Expected outcome 
The substantial reduction of disaster losses, in lives and in 
the social, economic and environmental assets of 
communities and countries. 
 

The substantial reduction of disaster risk and losses in 
lives, livelihoods and health and in the economic, physical, 
social, cultural and environmental assets of persons, 
business, communities and countries 

Strategic Goals 
a. The integration of disaster risk reduction into    
    sustainable development policies and planning. 
b. The development and strengthening of institutions,   
    mechanisms and capacities to build resilience to  
    hazards 
c. The systematic incorporation of risk reduction 
    approaches into the implementation of emergency   
    preparedness, response and recovery programmes 

a. Substantially reduce global mortality (2030) 
b. Substantially reduce the number of affected people  
    globally (2030) 
c. Reduce direct disaster economic loss (GDP) (2030) 
d. Substantially reduce disaster damage to critical  
    infrastructure and disruption of basic services (Health  
    and Educational facilities) (2030) 
e. Substantially increase the number of countries with    
    national and local DRR strategies (2020) 
f. Substantially enhance international cooperation to  
    developing countries (2030) 
g. Substantially increase the availability of and access to  
    multi-hazard early warning systems and disaster risk  
    information and assessments (2030) 

Priorities for Action 

1. Ensure that disaster risk reduction is a national   
    and a local priority with a strong institutional  
    basis for implementation. 
2. Identify, assess and monitor disaster risks and   
    enhance early warning. 
3. Use knowledge, innovation and education to build   
    a culture of safety and resilience at all levels. 
4. Reduce the underlying risk factors. 
5. Strengthen disaster preparedness for effective  
    response at all levels. 

1. Understanding disaster risk. 
2. Strengthening disaster risk governance to manage   
    disaster risk. 
3. Investing in disaster risk reduction for resilience. 
4. Enhancing disaster preparedness for effective response,   
    and to “Build Back Better” in recovery, rehabilitation  
    and reconstruction.  
 

Implementation and Follow-up 
States – Regional Organizations and Institutions – 
International Organizations (including UN system)  

Role of stakeholders: all public and private stakeholders 
(civil society, academia, business, media)  
International cooperation and global partnership 

Cross Cutting Issues 
Multi-hazard approach – Gender perspective and cultural 
diversity – Community and volunteers participation – 
Capacity building & technology transfer 

Disaster-prone developing countries – Economic disparity 
/ Technology transfer – Small island developing states – 
African countries – North-South cooperation - Financing 

APPENDIX 2 Frameworks of Action 2005 - 2030 (Source: UNISDR 2005; UN 2015). 
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APPENDIX 3 - INTERVIEW GUIDE 
Interview Guide - Las Villas de Buenos Aires, Argentina 
 
Time:  
Date:  
Place: 

Interviewer: 
Interviewee: 
Position of the Interviewee: 

 
Introduction    
 
(Description of the project and participation) 
 
Questions: 
 
Part I: Resilience  
 

1. How would you describe a ”Villa Miseria”?  
- Definition / Criteria?  

 
2. What are the potentially Disasters / Hazards”? 

- Natural, Technical, Environmental or Human induced? 
 

3. Functionality? What are the Resources? 
- Critical facilities? Distribution in the community? 
- Organisation? Project? 

 
4. Capacity of Self-organization?  

- How do they respond? Resistance, Adaptation, Recovery? 
 

5. What are the strategies of your organization?  
- Local / Regional / National? 
- Government / Municipality / Community? Degree of presence?  

 
Part II: Risk 
 

6. What is a “risk” to you?  
- Definition / First thought in mind 

 
7. What are the risks in the Villa?  

- Living Inside / Outside 
 

8. Do you experience any risks in your work?  
- Inside / Outside work / Surrounding neighbourhood 

 
9. What are the concluding main problems / or benefits in this villa / or other villas? 

- Environmental / Social / Economy / Geography / Politics  
- Security / Threats / Safety / Vulnerability 

 
10. What are the solutions? Your opinion…  

- Individual / Future 
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APPENDIX 4 – OBSERVATIONS 
  
Observation Guide - Las Villas de Buenos Aires, Argentina 
 
Villa Misería 1. 
 

 
Fig. 5 Critical facilities: Water, Passage, Housing 
 

 

 
Fig. 6 Critical facilities: Electricity 

 

 
Fig. 7 Critical facilities: Open sewer 
 

 

 
Fig. 8 Process of resilience: Resistance 
 

Photos taken by: John Hero´ 
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Villa Misería 2. 
 

 
Fig. 9 Critical facilities: Housing, Services, food  
 

 

 
Fig. 10 Critical facilities: Garbage 
 

 

 
Fig. 11 Process of resilience: Adaptation 
 

 

 
Fig.12 Process of resilience: Recovery  
 

Photos taken by: John Hero´ 

 
 
 
 
 



Resilience and Risks - John Hero´ 68 

APPENDIX 5 – CITATIONS IN SPANISH 
 
Case 2: Perception of risks   

Afuera puede ser en una familia una persona adicta a los drogas… adentro puede ser la 
madre, la abuela o el mismo… es una generación de la adición de las drogas… (p. 39) 
 
El riesgo… por ejemplo, sé que no debo pasar a ciertas horas en ciertos lugares. Hay 
lugares en la villa que son mas peligrosos que otros. Entonces no voy a pasar por ahí. 
Porque se que están todos drogados… (p.39) 
 
Hay gente que un día dice a todos hay que matar a todos … negros de mierda… hablando 
de el ser negro o tener piel mas oscura, significa directamente que se asocia al color de piel 
de ser delincuente o vago o sucia de la calle… vago… perezoso …que trabajan poco. Y 
siempre esta violencia verbal también siempre es por algún miedo interior, creo. Cuando 
están tan definitivos a cerca de esto, todos son iguales …todos los negros son iguales, 
malos o peligroso son criminales, eso es con un miedo de un riesgo. (p. 40) 

 
A toda la gente le robaron una vez… yo tenía una amiga que estaba en el auto en el 
semáforo… como cuando vamos a los semáforos yo veo atrás y con espacio el auto 
adelante… pero bueno … con un “chumbo”… una arma. (p. 40)  

 
A mi, a una amiga entraron a robar toda la casa …rompieron todo… tirando…  
Eso es la gente de la villa o gente afuera? No de la villa… De tres cuadras… una cuadra 
así… la única que esta así… y ahí esta la villa y después de la otra cuadra no… terrible, 
terrible… los vecinos acá tienen un mail, es como todos por mail… y en los últimos años 
han robado 300 vecinos…  por allá abajo… (p. 40)  

 
Tenía 15 años y fui caminando por la calle y cinco jóvenes venían de probablemente de una 
villa como uno siempre piensa, me golpearon y me sacaron reloj y la mochila, pero por 
suerte pasado los años uno comprende que deja de lados los temores… tuve algunos 
encuentros que lo que me dijeron que tal tu celular… pero mi celular era de tan baja calidad 
que me lo devolvían … pero devolvían es muy curioso si quieres te muestro mi celular que 
tenía. Dos veces eso me pasó… si no se puede crear, es divertido. (p. 41)  

 
Claro, claro, la villa es peligrosa, como es peligroso el barrio de Once, como es peligroso 
en Palermo Soho, que van caminando y te roban igual… si hay violencia… mataron a 
hombres… por ejemplo en un partido de futbol se enojan y se matan… como te mostré el 
otro día el chico que mataron en la escalera… es fuerte cuando uno es contra otro ahí… 
empieza ahí y evoluciona … no es todo los días pero cuando se agarran… el otro que estaba 
en el lugar igual al mío… dispararon 18 tiros… ahí estaba el choche de él y les tiraban 
(peeew, peeew, peeew)… en el choche de el… a el no, el choche que estaba justo ahí… acá 
todo va rápido (boom) … No hay pasos… (p.41)   

 
No porque en las situaciones la que hoy, yendo a un lugar durante el día en una situación en 
la que uno no va a presionarme, uno va con un grupo en esta situación no siento un riesgo 
así directamente en el momento, porque en este ambiente en este contexto no siento que 
vaya a ver un peligro. (p. 42)   

 
Nosotros trabajamos en la violencia. Cuando la violencia en una familia están mezclado 
con adicciones es muy difícil… No siento como miedo o nada de eso. (p. 42) 

 
En general la gente que están trabajando ahí no tiene tanto temor. No es un miedo que 
paralicen, no. Porque ellos están ahí para trabajar, si tenían mucho miedo no harían. (p. 42) 
 
 
  


