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Characteristics of a Disaster-Resilient Community: A Guidance Note

Foreword

The development of the ‘Characteristics of a Disaster-Resilient Community’ has been commissioned by a group of
six agencies – ActionAid, Christian Aid, Plan UK, Practical Action and Tearfund, together with the British Red
Cross/International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies. In recent years, these agencies have
received funding from the UK Department for International Development (DFID) for disaster risk reduction (DRR)
initiatives and to support the promotion of the Hyogo Framework for Action (HFA), particularly at local level.
However, when discussing how to monitor the success of the implementation of the HFA, it became apparent that
there was nothing to measure its impact at the community level.

At a British Overseas NGOs for Development (BOND) DRR Group meeting on monitoring and evaluation
facilitated by John Twigg in November 2006, the DFID-funded group (known as the DFID DRR Interagency
Coordination Group) discussed the opportunity to define jointly what a disaster-resilient community actually looked
like; and how indicators could be developed from there. Subsequently, John Twigg and a support team were
employed on a consultancy basis to identify basic characteristics of community resilience that can complement
national and international-level work led by the UN ISDR and OCHA. This initiative has now reached a stage where
we have a fairly comprehensive multi-hazard/multi-context set of characteristics. While we were initially daunted
by its volume, we recognised that these characteristics described ‘utopia’ – what we would like all communities to
look like if the HFA was effectively implemented. It is now our task, as a group of agencies, to pilot those
characteristics that are particularly relevant to our work, possibly to further refine and narrow the volume, or maybe
just to critique the current content. Either way these characteristics are a work in progress. 

To that end, we would like to invite you to join us in our task of piloting. Each agency is taking a different
approach to how it is using the characteristics; some to define future project design, some to develop step-by-step
indicators and others taking a select few characteristics to measure work which has already been carried out. Please
take the guidelines and adapt the characteristics for use within your circumstances. All we would ask is that you
keep John Twigg (j.twigg@ucl.ac.uk) informed of progress or use of the characteristics within your organisation, as
all feedback will be gratefully received.

As a group of agencies, we make no apologies about being passionate that community-based DRR is
fundamental to reducing risk and the impact of disasters. We also have to express our concern that no binding
targets or commitments have been set by governments for governments through the Hyogo process. As a result we
want to offer this contribution to the DRR community as a step towards measuring the success of the Hyogo Actions.
We do hope you will join us in the next stage of field trial and application, and we look forward to sharing our
individual agency results with others. 

Oenone Chadburn
Tearfund and Chair of BOND DRR Group

August 2007
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Abbreviations and Acronyms 

ADPC Asian Disaster Preparedness Center
CBDRM community-based disaster risk management
CBO community-based organisation
CSO civil society organisation
DP disaster preparedness
DRM disaster risk management
DRR disaster risk reduction
EW early warning
EWS early warning system
HFA Hyogo Framework for Action
IFRC International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies
ISDR UN International Strategy for Disaster Reduction
M&E monitoring and evaluation
NGO non-governmental organisation
OCHA UN Office for Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs
PTSD post-traumatic stress disorder
UN United Nations
VCA vulnerability and capacity assessment/analysis
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Section A: Introduction and Background

1. Introduction
This guidance note is for government and civil society
organisations working on disaster risk reduction (DRR)
initiatives at community level, in partnership with
vulnerable communities. 

It shows what a ‘disaster-resilient community’
might consist of, by setting out the many different
elements of resilience. It also provides some ideas
about how to progress towards resilience.

The version of the guidance note you are reading
is a pilot version, based on a desk study and
discussions with experts. This is now being tested in
the field and it will be revised in the light of those
experiences. Everyone is welcome to use the note,
and feedback is similarly welcome.

1.1 Applications
The guidance note is a resource, not a manual. It is
designed to support processes of community
mobilisation and partnership for DRR. 

Users can select relevant information and ideas
from it to support their field work, according to their
needs and priorities. This should be the result of
discussion between communities and the
organisations working with them.

The note can be used at different stages of project
cycle management, particularly in planning and
assessment, and monitoring and evaluation. It can also
be linked to other tools used in DRR projects and
research (e.g. vulnerability and capacity analysis). 

Much of the information here relates to
community capacities in DRR. The guidance note may
therefore be useful in assessing, planning or reviewing
work that focuses on capacity-building.

The findings of reviews and assessments carried out
using this note may also have some value in advocacy
work at local and higher levels. 

1.2 How the guidance note is organised
The main section of the guidance note is a series of
tables setting out the characteristics of a disaster-resilient
community. These are organised under thematic
headings that represent the main areas of DRR
intervention. The themes are broadly based on a
framework developed by the UN International Strategy
for Disaster Reduction (ISDR). This scheme has been
followed because it is generally accepted by UN and
other international agencies, most national governments
and many NGOs (see Box 1 and Fig. 1). However, it has
been modified in places in this guidance note.

Characteristics of a Disaster-Resilient Community: A Guidance Note

The aim has been to provide a comprehensive list
of characteristics of DRR, but users will probably
identify additional characteristics when they test the
guidance note in the field. It is hoped to include these
in future editions.

The tables also indicate the main characteristics of
the ‘enabling environment’ which is necessary for
community-level initiatives to succeed.

It should be emphasised that the ‘disaster-resilient
community’ is an ideal, for in reality no community
can be free of risk. The tables present characteristics of
this ideal state, not project output or outcome
indicators in the conventional sense. But by combining
various elements of resilience identified here, DRR
project workers can greatly increase communities’
capacities to withstand hazard events.

Another important point to make is that the
characteristics set out in this document are general
ones for all contexts, whereas every project, location
and community is unique. Those who use this
guidance note will probably focus on those elements
of resilience that are most appropriate to the
conditions they are working in or to the kind of work
that they do. 

Box 1: The Hyogo Framework for Action
and the main components of DRR
At the World Conference on Disaster Reduction in
Kobe, Japan, in 2005, the international community
signed up to a 10-year DRR strategy, the Hyogo
Framework for Action (HFA). 

The HFA sets out three strategic goals and
outlines five priorities for action, which cover the
main areas of DRR. It also suggests important areas
for intervention within each theme (see Fig. 1).

On the basis of the HFA’s categories, two UN
agencies have been developing DRR indicators,
principally for the national level. ISDR is preparing
guidance on indicators for priorities 1-4 and the
Office for Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs
(OCHA) is preparing guidance on indicators for
priority 5 (see Further Reading).

2. Key Concepts
Three concepts are central to this guidance note:
DRR, resilience and community. It is important to
think about what these mean before using the tables
of characteristics.
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2.1 Disaster risk reduction
Disaster risk reduction (DRR) is a broad and relatively
new concept. There are different definitions of the
term in the technical literature but it is generally
understood to mean the broad development and
application of policies, strategies and practices to
minimise vulnerabilities and disaster risks throughout
society.1

DRR is a systematic approach to identifying,
assessing and reducing the risks of disaster. It aims to
reduce socio-economic vulnerabilities to disaster as
well as dealing with the environmental and other
hazards that trigger them. It is the responsibility of
development and relief agencies alike and it should be
an integral part of the way such organisations do their
work, not an add-on or one-off action. DRR is very
wide-ranging, therefore. There is potential for DRR
initiatives in just about every sector of development
and humanitarian work.

No single group or organisation can address every
aspect of DRR. DRR thinking sees disasters as complex
problems demanding a collective response from
different disciplinary and institutional groups – in other
words, partnerships. This is an important
consideration when looking at the characteristics of a
disaster-resilient community, because individual
organisations will have to decide where to focus their
own efforts and how to work with partners to ensure
that other important aspects of resilience are not
forgotten. Note that the tables in this guidance note
are intended as a resource for a range of organisations
working at local and community level, collectively or
individually: certain elements of resilience may be
more relevant to some organisations and contexts than
others.

2.2 Resilience and the disaster-resilient
community
Many attempts have been made to define ‘resilience’.
The variety of academic definitions and concepts can
be confusing. For operational purposes it is more
useful to work with broad definitions and commonly
understood characteristics. Using this approach,
system or community resilience can be understood as:

• capacity to absorb stress or destructive forces
through resistance or adaptation

• capacity to manage, or maintain certain basic
functions and structures, during disastrous events

• capacity to recover or ‘bounce back’ after an event

‘Resilience’ is generally seen as a broader concept
than ‘capacity’ because it goes beyond the specific

behaviour, strategies and measures for risk reduction
and management that are normally understood as
capacities. However, it is difficult to separate the
concepts clearly. In everyday usage, ‘capacity’ and
‘coping capacity’ often mean the same as ‘resilience’. 

A focus on resilience means putting greater
emphasis on what communities can do for themselves
and how to strengthen their capacities, rather than
concentrating on their vulnerability to disaster or their
needs in an emergency. 

The terms ‘resilience’ and ‘vulnerability’ are
opposite sides of the same coin, but both are relative
terms. One has to ask what individuals, communities
and systems are vulnerable or resilient to, and to what
extent. 

Like vulnerability, resilience is complex and multi-
faceted. Different features or layers of resilience are
needed to deal with different kinds and severity of
stress.

The ‘disaster-resilient community’ is an ideal. No
community can ever be completely safe from natural
and man-made hazards. It may be helpful to think of
a disaster-resilient or disaster-resistant community as
‘the safest possible community that we have the
knowledge to design and build in a natural hazard
context’,2 minimising its vulnerability by maximising
the application of DRR measures. DRR is therefore the
collection of actions, or process, undertaken towards
achieving resilience.

2.3 Community
In conventional emergency management,
communities are viewed in spatial terms: groups of
people living in the same area or close to the same
risks. This overlooks other significant dimensions of
‘community’ which are to do with common interests,
values, activities and structures. 

Communities are complex and they are often not
united. There will be differences in wealth, social
status and labour activity between people living in the
same area, and there may be more serious divisions
within the community. Individuals can be members of
different communities at the same time, linked to each
by different factors such as location, occupation,
economic status, gender, religion or recreational
interests. Communities are dynamic: people may join
together for common goals and separate again once
these have been achieved.

These factors make it difficult to identify clearly the
‘community’ one is working with. From a hazards
perspective, the spatial dimension is an essential
element in identifying communities at risk, but this

1 The term ‘disaster reduction’ is often used to mean much the same thing. ‘Disaster risk management’ is also sometimes used in this way,
although it is normally applied specifically to the practical implementation of DRR initiatives.

2 Geis DE 2000, ‘By Design: the Disaster Resistant and Quality-of-Life Community’. Natural Hazards Review 1(3): 152.
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must be linked to an understanding of the socio-
economic differentiations, linkages and dynamics
within the area at risk, not only to identify vulnerable
groups but also to understand the diverse factors that
contribute to vulnerability. Community businesses,
services and infrastructure must also be taken into
account.

Communities do not exist in isolation. The level of
a community’s resilience is also influenced by
capacities outside the community, in particular by
emergency management services but also by other
social and administrative services, public infrastructure
and a web of socio-economic and political linkages
with the wider world. Virtually all communities are
dependent on external service providers to a greater
or lesser extent. The ‘enabling environment’ sections
in the tables try to capture some of these influences.

7
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Section B: Using the Tables

The guidance note contains a set of five tables setting
out the ‘characteristics of a disaster-resilient
community’. 

Each table covers a different thematic area relating
to resilience and DRR. The five thematic areas are
based on those in the Hyogo Framework for Action
and are intended to cover all aspects of resilience.

Table Thematic area

1 Governance
2 Risk assessment
3 Knowledge and education
4 Risk management and vulnerability

reduction
5 Disaster preparedness and response

Each thematic table is divided into three sections
(columns):

Components 
of resilience

Characteristics
of a resilient 
community

 Characteristics
of an enabling 
environment

The following pages contain suggestions about how
each part of the tables might be used and discussions
of issues relating to their application.

One point to note here is that some aspects of
resilience may belong to more than one of the themes
and components and may therefore be repeated in
different tables. 

1. Components of Resilience
The thematic areas are very broad. Each area of
resilience is therefore subdivided into a set of its main
components. Because the scope of each thematic area
varies, the number and range of components differs
from one thematic area to another. The table on page
9 lists the components of resilience for each thematic
area.

As a first step, it may be useful to consider these
main components of resilience. An organisation might
look at these as part of a basic ‘mapping’ or ‘scoping’
exercise to identify:

• which main areas of resilience or DRR it, and other
agencies, are currently addressing in a particular
community or district

• where the current emphasis is in their interventions
• any major gaps in coverage or missing links

between DRR components

The findings of this review could contribute to
discussions about the focus of future work. 

It is extremely unlikely that a single organisation will
be working in all of the relevant areas. It is probably not
advisable that it should, since specific technical
expertise is required in many cases. Where an
organisation’s own expertise lies in one particular field
(e.g. disaster preparedness, livelihood support,
education), it will usually want to build on its existing
strengths. But a mapping or scoping exercise will enable
it to consider if it should be involved in other relevant
aspects of DRR and resilience that might support its
current work or help to increase its impact. 

For example, an organisation with expertise in
hazard and risk assessment or vulnerability analysis
(which comes under Thematic area 2: Risk
assessment) might want to make sure that the results of
its work are being shared and applied effectively,
which might cause it to think about becoming
involved in public information work (an aspect of
Thematic area 3: Knowledge and education) and early
warning systems (Thematic area 5: Disaster
preparedness and response). 

As another example, an organisation focusing on
technologies for DRR such as safe buildings and flood
and landslide control measures (part of Thematic area
4: Risk management and vulnerability reduction)
would probably need to be involved in discussions
about building codes, land-use regulations and other
legislative provisions (Thematic area 1: Governance)
that might affect its initiatives, as well as in providing
technical training to community members (Thematic
area 3: Knowledge and education).

Thematic area 1 (Governance) is really a cross-
cutting theme underlying the other thematic areas.
Planning, regulation, integration, institutional systems,
partnerships and accountability are relevant to
everyone, because they are issues likely to affect any
initiative in DRR, development or relief. Users are
therefore advised to refer to these governance aspects
whatever the thematic areas they are focusing on.

A scoping or mapping exercise of this kind may be
particularly helpful in multi-stakeholder settings. It can
indicate gaps in agencies’ collective coverage and
highlight potential for new or stronger collaboration on
specific issues. Partnerships between different
institutions and the collective application of different
kinds of technical expertise are important to the
success of DRR.

8



Version 1 (for fieldtesting), August 2007

Thematic area Components of resilience

1 Governance •  Policy, planning, priorities and political commitment.
•  Legal and regulatory systems
•  Integration with development policies and planning
•  Integration with emergency response and recovery
•  Institutional mechanisms, capacities and structures; allocation of

responsibilities
•  Partnerships
•  Accountability and community participation

2 Risk assessment •  Hazards/risk data and assessment
•  Vulnerability and impact data and assessment
•  Scientific and technical capacities and innovation

3 Knowledge and 
education

•  Public awareness, knowledge and skills
•  Information management and sharing
•  Education and training
•  Cultures, attitudes, motivation
•  Learning and research

4 Risk management and 
vulnerability reduction

•  Environmental and natural resource management
•  Health and well being
•  Sustainable livelihoods
•  Social protection
•  Financial instruments
• Physical protection; structural and technical measures
• Planning régimes

5 Disaster preparedness 
and response

• Organisational capacities and coordination
• Early warning systems
• Preparedness and contingency planning
• Emergency resources and infrastructure
• Emergency response and recovery
• Participation, voluntarism, accountability

2. Characteristics of a Resilient
Community
For each component of resilience, the tables provide a
set of characteristics of a resilient community. Again,

the number of characteristics varies according to the
nature of the component. Here is an example of one
component of resilience with its related characteristics
of a resilient community:

Thematic area 2: 
Risk assessment

Characteristics of a resilient community

Component of 
resilience 1: 
Hazards/risk data 
and assessment

• Community hazard/risk assessments carried out which provide comprehensive
picture of all major hazards and risks facing community (and potential risks).

• Hazard/risk assessment is participatory process including representatives of all
sections of community and sources of expertise.

• Assessment findings shared, discussed, understood and agreed among all
stakeholders, and feed into community disaster planning.

• Findings made available to all interested parties (within and outside community,
locally and at higher levels) and feed into their disaster planning.

• Ongoing monitoring of hazards and risks and updating of assessments.
• Skills and capacity to carry out community hazard and risk assessments maintained

through support and training.

9
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2.1 Applications 
The characteristics can be used at various stages of the
project cycle and for different purposes. The following
are likely to be the main applications:

•  Baseline studies of the level of resilience in a
community.

•  Vulnerability and capacity analysis.
•  Project planning, especially in identifying

indicators for logical and results-based planning
frameworks.

•  Monitoring and evaluation (of individual projects
and for comparative analysis of projects)

2.2 Selecting characteristics; setting
priorities
Identification and selection of relevant characteristics
is essential but not necessarily easy. The complete set
of characteristics is intended to represent an ideal state
of resilience – in other words, a community that
exhibits all of the characteristics under all of the
headings (themes and components) would have
attained the highest possible level of safety. Similarly,
DRR requires a co-ordinated and comprehensive
approach in which progress in one area needs to be
matched by comparable progress in others.

However, as the ideal state of resilience will always
remain beyond our grasp, organisations will need to
select those characteristics that are most relevant to
the communities they are working with, and the type
of DRR work they are involved in; and they will seek
aims that are realistic in the context of a particular
project. This also depends on the capacities of
individual organisations and their scale of operation.

Not all elements of resilience are necessarily of
equal importance, although there are no universally
agreed priorities for resilience or DRR. The
importance of each characteristic to a given project
depends on the specific location, time and
circumstances (including different hazard types). The
selection process should take this into account and
reach clear decisions about priorities, recognising that
this may involve some compromises. This process
should be open. The characteristics will be most useful
(and most used) when they are selected by, or at least
with, those who need to use them. This means
comprehensive participatory processes of discussion
and validation at local level, which may also identify
additional characteristics of resilience.

One way of narrowing the scope of characteristics
is to consider only actions that are intended

specifically to reduce disaster risk. This is the basis of
the concept of ‘invulnerable development’, which is
development directed towards reducing vulnerability
to disaster, comprising ‘decisions and activities that are
intentionally designed and implemented to reduce
risk and susceptibility, and also raise resistance and
resilience to disaster’.3

Users of this guidance note should be aware that
there is a degree of ambiguity regarding exactly who a
given characteristic may apply to – and hence, who
should take appropriate action. For instance, a
characteristic such as ‘shared vision of a prepared and
resilient community’ begs the question: who is
supposed to share in this vision? All of the
characteristics are intended to be applicable to
communities and their members (remembering that
communities are not homogeneous) but some could
also apply to groups and organisations working among
the community, such as local NGOs and perhaps even
local government agencies or extension workers. For
the most part, these external agencies and their
capacities have been placed within the ‘enabling
environment’ part of the framework (see below).
However, since the boundaries between communities
and the enabling environment cannot always be
drawn exactly, and external agencies have an
important role to play in community welfare and
development, this matter may sometimes require
discussion and decision in the field. 

2.3 Characteristics and indicators
The characteristics set out in the tables are not project
indicators in the conventional sense. It is important to
recognise this. They characterise an ideal state of
resilience in quite general terms, whereas individual
projects will need their own specific and more
detailed indicators of achievement.4

The distinction between characteristics and
indicators is not rigid, however. Some characteristics
are equivalent to the ‘outcome’ indicators used in
project evaluation because they represent an end state
resulting from DRR interventions. Others are closer to
‘output’ indicators because they represent DRR
activities that must be carried out or measures that
must be put in place if resilience outcomes are to be
achieved. If an organisation or project is using the
tables for monitoring and evaluation (M&E), it may
choose to regroup some of the characteristics in this
way. (See also the discussion below on milestones.)

10

3 McEntire DA 2000, ‘Sustainability or invulnerable development? Proposals for the current shift in paradigms’. Australian Journal of
Emergency Management 15(1): 58-61.

4 The ISDR and OCHA guidance on indicators explain indicators and indicator selection in detail. ADPC’s guidelines on community-based
disaster risk management contain helpful information on developing DRR indicators at community level (see Further Reading).
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2.4 Composite characteristics
Some characteristics are composites of individual
characteristics – for example:

[hazard/risk] assessment findings shared,
discussed, understood and agreed among all
stakeholders, and feed into community disaster
planning. 

This contains two main elements: (1) sharing,
discussion, understanding and agreement about
assessment findings among all stakeholders; (2)
assessment findings feed into community disaster
planning. The first main element can also be split into
four more particular elements: sharing, discussion,
understanding and agreement. One reason for
aggregating characteristics in this way is to make this
document more manageable: without it, the tables
would be extremely long. But this has only been done
where the different characteristics are strongly linked
to one another. In practice, and depending on what
purpose they are using the tables for, organisations
may wish to disaggregate some of the characteristics.

2.5 Quantitative versus qualitative
characteristics
The characteristics set out in these tables are
qualitative. Communities and their partners therefore
need to make their own judgements about whether or
not certain aspects of resilience have been achieved.
Some of these will be more straightforward than
others. For instance, it is easy to tell if a community
disaster preparedness or contingency plan exists (even
if its quality is another matter). But it is much harder to
decide if there is an equitable distribution of wealth
and livelihood assets in a community, or the adequacy
of access to common property resources that can
support coping strategies during crises. 

The guidance note cannot tell projects and
communities how they should reach these
judgements. They are matters for collective agreement
between the stakeholders. The conclusions will be
different in each case, according to context and
expectations, and there will be a fair amount of
subjective judgement. But in every case the process
for reaching decisions must be transparent and
participatory.

Some guidelines and experts have suggested the
need for quantitative indicators of certain aspects of
DRR (e.g. the number of volunteers trained in first aid,

the percentage of households in a community with
property insurance). It is impossible to fix standard
quantitative measures that can be applied to every
context but quantitative indicators can be used at an
individual project level, if required. In such cases, they
could form part of the data on which the broader
judgements about attainment of characteristics of
resilience are based. It is for individual project teams
to decide what kinds of quantitative indicator are
appropriate and what levels of attainment to set.

3. Characteristics of an Enabling
Environment
In this guidance note, the focus is on communities and
local organisations (although individual and household
resilience is incorporated in the tables to some extent).
However, the framework acknowledges the
importance of wider institutional, policy and socio-
economic factors in supporting community-level
resilience.

The tables identify the main elements of this
‘enabling environment’5 in relation to each
component of resilience. They are less detailed than
the characteristics of community resilience. Most are
taken from the national-level DRR indicator
frameworks being developed by UN ISDR and UN
OCHA (see Further Reading).

The following table (on page 12) illustrates how this
works for one component of resilience. Note that it
includes local and national level characteristics.
Elsewhere in the tables, international dimensions of
the enabling environment are also sometimes
included.

People who work on community resilience need to
be conscious of the enabling environment and the
effect it may have on their work, but they cannot be
expected to analyse it in detail. An individual project
will probably undertake a quick, subjective assessment
of the enabling environment. However, an
organisation working on a number of community
projects in a particular country – e.g. a national or
international NGO – may wish to carry out a more
thorough assessment to inform its work or to support
advocacy.

Many features of the ideal enabling environment
will be missing in many cases. In some situations the
lack of key components of support may be so great
that it creates what may be called a ‘disabling’

5 The term ‘enabling environment’ is borrowed from the All India Disaster Mitigation Institute. See ‘The Need for a More Nuanced View of
Local Capacity and the Support Approaches of Outsiders’. southasiadisasters.net 2006 #18 (August), p.4.
http://www.southasiadisasters.net/publication.htm  The IFRC’s ongoing work on local-level DRR indicators uses a C-I-T categorisation to
consider this (where C = issues the community can change; I = issues the community can influence to find solutions; T = issues where the
community recognises that transformation will take a long time and is out of their hands): Barrena I 2007, ‘Indicators: A guide to find simple
indicators for risk reduction projects at local level’. (Geneva: IFRC, unpublished draft report).
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Thematic Area 1: 
Governance

Characteristics of enabling environment

Component of 
resilience 1: 
DRR policy, 
planning, priorities 
and political 
commitment

• Political consensus on importance of DRR
• DRR a policy priority at all levels of government.
• National DRR policy, strategy and implementation plan, with clear vision, priorities,

targets and benchmarks.
• Local government DRR policies, strategies and implementation plans in place.
• Official (national and local) policy and strategy of support to CBDRM.
• Local-level official understanding of and support for community vision.

environment for local-level initiatives. Users of the
guidance note will therefore have to base their plans
on realistic assessments of the type and level of
external support they can expect. 

4. Milestones
The indicator set ‘characteristics of a disaster-resilient
community’ represents a goal: the highest level of
resilience that is realistically attainable. Additional
milestones are needed to measure improvements and
progress towards the goal. However, there are

Box 2: Key indicators of community resilience
Some organisations and researchers are beginning to think about the most important indicators of resilience with
a view to setting priorities for DRR interventions. No consensus has been reached on this but recent suggestions
include the following:

ADPC: Indicators  
of a ‘minimum level 

of resiliency’

Plan International: indicators of 
community resilience

Practical Action: key 
characteristics of a
resilient community

•  A community
organisation

•  A DRR and disaster
preparedness plan

•  A community early
warning system

•  Trained manpower:
risk assessment, search
and rescue, medical
first aid, relief
distribution, masons
for safer house
construction,
fire fighting

•  Physical connectivity:
roads, electricity,
telephone, clinics

•  Relational connectivity
with local authorities
NGOs, etc.

•  Knowledge of risks
and risk reduction
actions

•  A community disaster
reduction fund to

1. Governance:
•  Extent and nature of access/

presence/influence of children
and other vulnerable groups (or
groups that represent their interests) –
to/in/over functions of governance
at local, sub-national, national levels:
o  Policy
o  Legislative
o  Planning
o  Budgeting
o  Monitoring

•  Awareness of community members
of their rights

•  Access of community members to
legal and other avenues to enforce
rights/provide redress (e.g. through
linkages to legal rights NGOs,
pro-bono lawyers)

2. Risk assessment:
•  Existence and quality of community

risk assessments and maps that are
‘owned’ by both community and
government

•  A community organisation such as a
development/disaster management
group, representing majority of
people. Existing groups can be
groomed for this role.

•  A DRR and Disaster Preparedness
plan (supported by local/central
government)

•  Early warning systems
•  Trained persons – risk assessment,

search and rescue, first aid, relief
distribution, safer house construction,
fire fighting; effective delivery system.

•  Physical infrastructure – access to
roads, electricity, phones, clinics, etc

•  Linkages with local authorities,
NGOs, humanitarian agencies, etc

•  Knowledge and awareness of risks
and risk reduction strategies

•  Safer housing to withstand local
hazards

• Safer/appropriate/more diverse
sources of livelihoods including
protection of assets most at risk.

• Access to resources for mitigation, 

12
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ADPC: Indicators  
of a ‘minimum level 

of resiliency’

Plan International: indicators of 
community resilience

Practical Action: key 
characteristics of a
resilient community

implement risk 
reduction activities

•  Safer houses to
withstand local
hazards

•  Safer sources of
livelihoods

•  Extent and quality of participation of
vulnerable groups in development of
community risk assessments and
maps

•  Extent to which vulnerability and
risk analysis is incorporated in
development planning

3. Knowledge and education:
•  Awareness levels in the community,

particularly children and vulnerable
groups, of EWS

•  Awareness levels in the community,
particularly of children and vulnerable
groups, of risks and risk reduction
strategies

4. Risk management and vulnerability
reduction:

•  Extent and nature of social capital
•  Health status
•  Sustainable livelihoods/natural

resource management
•  Extent of climate change adaptation
•  Food security
•  Extent of diversity of livelihood options
•  Extent to which DRR  has been

integrated into development planning
•  Access to social protection

mechanisms e.g. social insurance

5. Disaster preparedness and response:
•  Existence and quality of early warning

systems
•  Existence, practice and revision of

preparedness and contingency plans
•  Extent and nature of participation of

vulnerable groups in development,
practice and revision of preparedness
and contingency plans

•  Extent and quality of linkages with
local authorities, NGOs, etc.

•  Extent of diversity of physical and
communications infrastructure and
assets, e.g. roads, boats, mobile
phones, etc.

•  Access to resources for mitigation,
response and recovery activities

response and recovery activities 

Source: ADPC 2006, Critical
Guidelines: Community-based 
Disaster Risk Management
(Bangkok: Asian Disaster 
Preparedness Center; 
www.adpc.net) p.25

Source: Plan International Source: Practical Action

13



Characteristics of a Disaster-Resilient Community: A Guidance Note

challenges in using these tables of characteristics to
assess levels of progress from an existing state of
resilience towards an ideal state of safety. Some
characteristics may be used as output or process
indicators (see above) but they cannot be applied as
standard measures to the specific requirements of
individual projects. Project partners will have to agree
how to measure their own progress in each case. In
doing so they will focus on those characteristics of
resilience that they have chosen to work on, working
out a process for moving from the current state towards
the end state in each case, and agreeing indicators for
different stages of progress along the way.

A more generic ‘milestones’ model may be useful
for getting a better idea of the ‘big picture’ of progress
towards resilience in a particular district or
community. Like the mapping of thematic areas and
components of resilience, this would probably be
most useful as a multi-stakeholder exercise looking at
the work of all groups and organisations involved in
DRR. For this, a five-level scale is suggested, with each
level marking a distinct stage in the development of
DRR. This is a simple scale and should be easy to use.
It is designed to be applied across all areas of
resilience. It could be used to review progress towards
resilience across all thematic areas, or in individual
thematic areas. It may also be applicable to selected
components of resilience, but not necessarily to all
components.

Level 1. Little awareness of the issue(s) or
motivation to address them. Actions
limited to crisis response. 

Level 2. Awareness of the issue(s) and willingness
to address them. Capacity to act
(knowledge and skills, human, material
and other resources) remains limited.
Interventions tend to be one-off,
piecemeal and short-term.

Level 3. Development and implementation of
solutions. Capacity to act is improved
and substantial. Interventions are more
numerous and long-term.

Level 4. Coherence and integration. Interventions
are extensive, covering all main aspects
of the problem, and they are linked
within a coherent long-term strategy.

Level 5. A ‘culture of safety’ exists among all
stakeholders, where DRR is embedded
in all relevant policy, planning, practice,
attitudes and behaviour.

It is assumed that groups and organisations using this
tool for self-assessment will already have advanced
beyond Level 1. 

Level 5 approximates to the ‘disaster-resilient
community’ ideal. The ‘culture of safety’ notion
referred to here, which has been advanced by the UN
system and others, goes beyond carrying out DRR
activities because it implies deep-rooted behavioural
change.6

Assessment of progress using this model would
involve looking at the range of DRR or resilience issues
being addressed, the number, type and range of
resilience characteristics being achieved or worked
towards, and – importantly – the level of coherence
and co-ordination of efforts. 

Assessments could be rapid or more intensive.
They would have to be participatory, since agreement
on the different levels would be based on largely
subjective judgements.7

The milestones could be used as baselines at the
start of a project to assess the level of achievement at
that moment in time. Repeat assessments would
indicate the extent of progress in DRR. However, it
must be emphasised that many of these changes will
only come about in the long term, especially where
communities and supporting agencies have limited
capacity and resources, and where there are
competing priorities.

Application of this or similar methods would help
to keep the overall picture in sight and would
encourage greater coherence of activities and
linkages between different groups and organisations
involved.

5. Other Issues
The development of this guidance note is just one
among several current and recent initiatives to
improve the monitoring and evaluation of DRR, which
has led to the production of several sets of indicators.
Although the Hyogo Framework for Action is a guiding
framework for some, the different initiatives do
inevitably reflect a range of views. This diversity can be
seen as a problem and there have been calls for
harmonisation of indicators and evaluation
frameworks. However desirable this may be, two
factors should be borne in mind. First, every DRR
initiative is context-specific, so generic or harmonised
assessment schemes will always have to be customised
to fit the context to which they are applied. Second,
this is a relatively new area of work. Further piloting of
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6 Behavioural change is difficult to measure, but there are methods for doing this, such as outcome mapping – see www.outcomemapping.ca 

7 Similar attainment scales are used elsewhere in DRR assessment:  for example, ISDR’s DRR Indicators and Tearfund’s method for assessing
mainstreaming of DRR in development organisations (see Further Reading).  Work has been done in some areas on more sophisticated
approaches with specific benchmarks for progress towards each individual indicator (notably cyclone early warning systems). Such tools are
valuable for research and national-level evaluation but are too complex for use at local or community level.
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methods and debate about their results are needed
before general conclusions can be drawn with any
confidence.

6. Further Reading
This list contains selected important sources that are
widely available (most are online). A fuller
bibliography of relevant documents on indicators,
resilience and community DRR is available at
http://www.benfieldhrc.org/disaster_studies/projects/
communitydrrindicators/community_drr_indicators_
index.htm 

The Hyogo Framework of Action and DRR
indicators

• UN ISDR Hyogo Framework for Action web page,
http://www.unisdr.org/eng/hfa/hfa.htm

• UN ISDR 2007, ‘Guide Note on Indicators for
Assessing Progress on Disaster Risk Reduction’
(Geneva: International Strategy for Disaster
Reduction). Unpublished draft (final version will be
published).

• UN ISDR 2005, HF Dialogue: assessing progress
towards disaster risk reduction within the Hyogo
Framework (online discussion, moderated by Philip
Buckle and Graham Marsh), http://www.unisdr.org/
eng/hfa/hfa.htm

• UN OCHA 2007, ‘Disaster Preparedness for
Effective Response: Implementing Priority Five of
the Hyogo Framework for Action’ (Geneva: Office
for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs).
Unpublished draft (final version will be published).

See also:

• Liebmann M, Pavanello S 2007, ‘A critical review
of the Knowledge and Education Indicators of
Community-Level Disaster Risk Reduction’.
Unpublished report for the Benfield UCL Hazard
Research Centre,
http://www.benfieldhrc.org/disaster_studies/projec
ts/communitydrrindicators/community_drr_indicat
ors_index.htm

DRR indicators (general)

• ADPC 2006, Critical Guidelines: Community-based
Disaster Risk Management (Bangkok: Asian Disaster
Preparedness Center), www.adpc.net

• Barrena I 2007, ‘Indicators: A guide to find simple
indicators for risk reduction projects at local level’
(Geneva: IFRC, unpublished draft report).

• Benson C, Twigg J 2007 (with T Rossetto), Tools for
Mainstreaming Disaster Risk Reduction: Guidance

Notes for Development Organisations (Geneva:
ProVention Consortium), 
ww.proventionconsortium.org/mainstreaming_
tools 

• Benson C, Twigg J 2004, ‘Measuring Mitigation’:
Methodologies for assessing natural hazard risks
and the net benefits of mitigation: a scoping study
(Geneva: ProVention Consortium),
www.proventionconsortium.org/mainstreaming_
tools

• LaTrobe S, Davis I 2005, Mainstreaming disaster
risk reduction: a tool for development organisations
(Teddington: Tearfund), http://tilz.tearfund.org/
Research/Climate+change+and+disasters+policy/

• McEntire DA 2000, ‘Sustainability or invulnerable
development? Proposals for the current shift in
paradigms’. Australian Journal of Emergency
Management 15(1): 58–61.

• ProVention Consortium 2006, Risk Reduction
Indicators. TRIAMS Working Paper (Geneva:
ProVention Consortium),
www.proventionconsortium.org/themes/default/
pdfs/TRIAMS_full_paper.pdf

Local-level and community-based DRR

• ADPC 2006, Critical Guidelines: Community-based
Disaster Risk Management (Bangkok: Asian Disaster
Preparedness Center), www.adpc.net

• Twigg J 2004, Disaster risk reduction: Mitigation
and preparedness in development and emergency
programming (London: Overseas Development
Institute, Humanitarian Practice Network, Good
Practice Review No. 9). www.odihpn.org

Resilience and the disaster-resilient
community

• Buckle P, Marsh G, Smale S 2000, ‘New
approaches to assessing vulnerability and
resilience.’ Australian Journal of Emergency
Management 15(2) 8–14.

• Geis DE 2000, ‘By Design: the Disaster Resistant
and Quality-of-Life Community’. Natural Hazards
Review 1(3): 151–160.

• Godschalk DR 2003, ‘Urban Hazard Mitigation:
Creating Resilient Cities’. Natural Hazards Review
4(3) 136–143.

• IFRC 2004, World Disasters Report 2004: Focus on
community resilience (Geneva: IFRC), chapter 1.

• McEntire DA 2005, ‘Why vulnerability matters.
Exploring the merit of an inclusive disaster
reduction concept’. Disaster Prevention and
Management 14(2) 206–222.

• Manyena SB 2006, ‘The concept of resilience
revisited’. Disasters 30(4): 433–450.
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Communities and DRR

• Buckle P 1998/9, ‘Re-defining community and
vulnerability in the context of emergency
management’. Australian Journal of Emergency
Management 13(4) 21–26.

• Enders J 2001, ‘Measuring community awareness
and preparedness for emergencies’. Australian
Journal of Emergency Management 16(3): 52–58.

• IFRC 2004, World Disasters Report 2004: Focus on
community resilience (Geneva: IFRC), pp. 27–31.

• Marsh G, Buckle P 2001, ‘Community: the
concept of community in the risk and emergency
management context’. Australian Journal of
Emergency Management 16(1): 5–7.
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Section C: Tables

Thematic Area 1: Governance

Components of resilience:

1. DRR policy, planning, priorities, and political commitment

2. Legal and regulatory systems

3. Integration with development policies and planning

4. Integration with emergency response and recovery

5. Institutional mechanisms, capacities and structures; allocation of
responsibilities

6. Partnerships

7. Accountability and community participation
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Thematic Area 2: Risk Assessment

Thematic Area 2: Risk Assessment

Components of resilience:

1. Hazards/risk data and assessment

2. Vulnerability and impact data and assessment

3. Scientific and technical capacities and innovation
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Characteristics of a Disaster-Resilient Community: A Guidance Note
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Characteristics of a Disaster-Resilient Community: A Guidance Note

Thematic Area 3: Knowledge and Education

Components of resilience:

1. Public awareness, knowledge and skills

2. Information management and sharing

3. Education and training

4. Cultures, attitudes, motivation

5. Learning and research
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Thematic Area 3: Knowledge and Education
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Thematic Area 4: Risk Management and Vulnerability Reduction

Thematic Area 4: Risk Management and
Vulnerability Reduction

Components of resilience:

1. Environmental and natural resource management

2. Health and well being

3. Sustainable livelihoods

4. Social protection

5. Financial instruments

6. Physical protection; structural and technical measures

7. Planning régimes
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Characteristics of a Disaster-Resilient Community: A Guidance Note
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Thematic Area 4: Risk Management and Vulnerability Reduction
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Characteristics of a Disaster-Resilient Community: A Guidance Note
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Thematic Area 4: Risk Management and Vulnerability Reduction
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Characteristics of a Disaster-Resilient Community: A Guidance Note

Thematic Area 5: Disaster Preparedness and
Response

Components of resilience

1. Organisational capacities and co-ordination

2. Early warning systems

3. Preparedness and contingency planning

4. Emergency resources and infrastructure

5. Emergency response and recovery

6. Participation, voluntarism, accountability
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Thematic Area 5: Disaster Preparedness and Response
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Characteristics of a Disaster-Resilient Community: A Guidance Note
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