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Urban resilience research is recognizing the need to complement a mainstream preoccupation with “hard”

infrastructure (electrical grid, storm sewers, etc.) with attention to the “soft” (social) infrastructure issues that

include the increased visibility of and role for civil society, moving from (top-down, paternalistic) government to

(participatory) governance. Analyses of past shock events invariably point to the need for more concerted efforts in

building effective governance and networked relations between civil society groupings and formal institutions

before, during, and after crisis. However, the literature contains little advice on how to go about this. A Connected

Communities Approach is advanced that offers the missing guidance, and it's key features are explained.

resilience  community resilience  community development  public health

connected communities approach  emergency preparedness  governance

1. Introduction

Resilience is a key feature of healthy, vibrant cities . Despite the recent exponential increase in

scholarship on resilience, critical gaps remain in our understanding of what, why, and for whom resilience

manifests in our communities . While much attention has been paid to resilience at the individual, organizational,

and institutional levels, the need to build community resilience in the face of climate change and extreme weather

is becoming more widely acknowledged , alongside more recent attention to resilience in the face of

pandemics .

Community resilience foregrounds the role of communities in responding, recovering, adapting, and transforming

before, during, and after crises. To build resilient communities, the dominant institutional approach tends to favour

top-down initiatives led by professionals trained in emergency preparedness and response. However, historic and

recent community-led responses have brought to light the need for communities themselves to be key actors in

both short- and long-term resilience strategies . This need is underscored by retrospective analyses of

emergency response and recovery in post-Katrina New Orleans , the aftermath of Hurricane Sandy , and

extreme weather events in the Appalachians  and High River, Alberta . Such events demonstrate the critical

role of grassroots efforts in the immediate aftermath and longer-term recovery of communities post-emergency, as

well as the ways in which formal response systems (once they do activate) can neglect or run roughshod over

grassroots community work and squander critical opportunities for more constructive collaboration.
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2. Framing Resilience as Social Infrastructure

In practice, building urban resilience is often conflated with conventional forms of emergency preparedness that

prioritize individual, household, and city-wide physical infrastructure, such as energy grids, stormwater

management systems, and other civic and private sector assets, while ignoring equally essential dimensions of

social infrastructure . Thus, we maintain that it is important to explore how varied actors in a diversity of

sectors and contexts can (re)conceptualize and (re)operationalize resilience . Our emphasis here is on the

often-overlooked social dimensions of community infrastructure that are increasingly recognized as essential to

urban resilience .

Socio-ecological resilience emerged from the understanding that social and ecological systems are explicitly

intertwined and must be considered together, rather than as separate distinct entities . Within the broader field of

social-ecological resilience, attention to dimensions of social resilience has explored how people collectively shape

resilience , including the role of institutions . Recent hurricane events in the United States and Puerto

Rico (Katrina, Irma, and Harvey) , extreme weather in Appalachia , and Superstorm Sandy in the Greater

New York City area  have drawn attention to the crucial role that racialized and low-income communities

struggling with decades of disinvestment, poverty, racism, inequality, and other systemic and chronic stressors

have played in responding to and recovering from shocks in the midst of ongoing chronic stressors, and how formal

response systems often further exacerbate pre-existing inequities .

Social capital has been identified as a foundation for community resilience equal in importance to material and

financial resources . More recently, asset-based community resilience has been part of a broader shift

towards equity, with the goal to address the inequitable impacts of shocks and stressors faced by communities that

have been historically marginalized . In this context, concerns have been raised about the ways in which

discourses of resilience, couched in a language of celebrating community capacity and empowerment, can and

have been used to download responsibility from the state to communities, who are expected to respond with

volunteerism, mutual aid, collective goodwill, and the mobilization of community assets ,

although others claim that, from a postmodern perspective, the diversification and extension of engaged

stakeholders holds the potential to upend existing narratives and power relations . The downloading of

responsibilities is especially pernicious in the context of the current neoliberal political environment of fiscal

constraints and austerity, which often undercut the very capacities and components of communities and individuals

which have been shown to support resilience . Such appeals conveniently sidestep discussion of the

systemic drivers of inequity that undermine community resilience and that exacerbate inequity and environmental

injustice, as well as chronic disinvestment in racialized and low-income neighbourhoods. They also deflect

attention from the egregious lack of connection of formal emergency response systems to the voices, needs, and

aspirations of marginalized communities, as well as the expertise and capacities inherent in community systems of

informal care and kinship. In our view, these represent tragic failures of opportunity for the co-production of

effective responses to shocks and stressors that could combine the best of what both communities and formal

systems have to offer.
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Calls for both more and better community engagement are welcome, but we argue that “engagement” is itself a

bureaucratic concept and orientation: communities themselves are less interested in “engagement” per se than in

addressing community needs. We believe that formal systems and institutions need to support the visions, goals,

lived experiences, and on-the-ground expertise of communities, including a willingness to critically interrogate

systems of privilege, structural racism, and procedural (in)justice embedded in institutional practices and policies.

To be clear, re-centring community does not imply that communities speak with one voice or are inherently wise

beyond measure. We acknowledge the concept and operationalization of community has long been contested ,

and can take on communitarian, utilitarian, libertarian, or “geo-anarchist” flavours . Community as an object of

interest is often defined by professionals in order to enable “community work” , whereas it is arguably the felt

sense of community that matters most from the perspective of those implicated . For our purposes, community

is spatially anchored in neighbourhoods and also reflective of not only shared values (though we are wary of

assumptions that community “speaks with one voice”) but also shared history by virtue of processes of

marginalization. We prefer a nuanced understanding of community action to totalizing discourses that proclaim it as

a priori virtuous (empowering) or problematic (complicit with neoliberal downloading of responsibility from the state

to civil society). Rather, it is about recognizing the wisdom of procedural approaches that enable co-production (of

resilience, sustainability, social justice) in ways that respect and build upon the local knowledge and expertise,

relationships, needs, and aspirations of communities . This is, fundamentally, a relational view of community

resilience building and development that understands that investments in the quality of the social fabric, and

linking/bridging social capital, are as essential as investments in physical infrastructure .

3. Building Resilience: Re-Centring Community

To centre the lived realities and expertise of communities, especially Black, Indigenous, and other People of Colour

(BIPOC) communities that have been marginalized by current systems of power, new models of decision-making

must simultaneously support, resource, and bring together both top-down and bottom-up approaches. In the

current resilience literature, such models are limited and fail to address broader questions of equity and procedural

justice.

While emerging frameworks for building community-centred resilience call for iterative citizen engagement

processes, the stand-alone nature of these processes often fails to integrate existing networks, relationships, and

neighbourhood development efforts. While citizens often want to be deeply involved in resilience-building work 

, new, co-created structures, spaces, and processes are desired rather than the “community consultation”

spaces typically created by formal institutions . The overarching challenge is not simply short-term mobilization,

but the long-term institutionalization of locally driven resilience-building efforts. While emerging frameworks for

building community resilience call for iterative citizen engagement, these are often stand-alone processes that are

not always well integrated into other community development efforts . Although communities are central to

preparing for, responding to, and recovering from extreme events, insufficient attention has been paid to the power

dynamics between community, state, and NGO actors, especially during the immediate response phase of an

extreme event . Without considerations of equity, resilience-building efforts may reinforce, rather than
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reduce, existing vulnerabilities and marginalizations . Fisher and Buckner  argue that mainstream models of

service delivery in marginalized urban communities focus on achieving pre-defined outcomes rather than on

elevating the ideas, plans, and strategies of the community, building local capacity and providing the requisite

social infrastructure to promote and support leadership within the community.

To bring about long-term structural change, beyond responding to short-term shocks, long-term social, economic,

and political inequality stressors need to be addressed. This point has been the cornerstone of the Toronto

Resilience Strategy . In this vein, Olsson et al.  proposed a framework of adaptive governance built upon

shared management and responsibility between residents, community organizations, and government agencies. 

However, the challenge of engagement is how to translate local voices into institutional change. This process is

largely dependent on whether communities’ lived experience, local expertise, and context are the focal point for

inclusive planning, response, and recovery efforts, or whether communities are seen simply as the beneficiary of

institutionally led planning and action. At issue are forms of urban governance that emphasize co-production with a

wide range of stakeholders (especially affected communities)  the nature of relational networks that

facilitate participatory governance , and the broader local socio-political cultures in which particular

arrangements are shaped and embedded . In order for a community to truly be resilient, it is often the formal

systems and responses that need to adapt to local contexts.

4. Community-Based Organizations and Community-Centred
Resilience

Community-based organizations (CBOs) have been advanced as a way forward in fostering effective

community/institutional relationships  but in our view fall short in several key respects. While organizations

that are physically located in communities can and do play critical roles in fostering local resilience , the

actual roles they play are many and varied. There is a danger in assuming that just because the organization is

located in a community, their mandate and funding includes the kinds of connector roles called for in creating

community-centred resilience.

CBOs have been recognized for their potential to act as a “strategic link between community members and

government”  (p. 329), or a “bridge between universal plans and specific needs”  (p. 34), but this analysis is

not without its challenges. CBOs are often defined as non-governmental organizations that function to address the

needs of the local community . CBO is often used as an “umbrella term” to capture the immense diversity of

service, relief, and civic organizations . The risk is that any “organization”, “group”, “committee”, or

“association” is described as a CBO in the literature as long as it is located within the community. Such conceptual

ambiguity can prevent the effective identification of characteristics or conditions that contribute to building the right

social infrastructure to foster community-centred resilience, including successful, authentic, and intentional

relationships between community players and institutions engaged in preparing for, responding in, recovering from,

and bouncing forward after major shock events.

[69] [67]

[45][70] [71]

[72][73][74][75][76]

[31][35][77]

[51]

[78][79][80]

[19][81]

[79] [80]

[66][79]

[66][68]



A Connected Community Approach to Building Community Resilience | Encyclopedia.pub

https://encyclopedia.pub/entry/15148 5/14

In order to make the focus on CBO useful in the discussion of community-centred resilience, distinctions can be

made between various types of organizations (Table 1). While in practice, some organizations take on more than

one of these identities, exploring their focus, structure, and purpose can go a long way in understanding the

ecosystem of players involved in mitigating and addressing ongoing stressors and shocks at the community level.

Table 1. A typology of community organizations by structure and role in community-centred resilience .[58][82]

Type of Community
Organization Examples Governance Structure Role in Community-Centred

Resilience

Community-
basedorganizations

with governance and
decision making that
rests outside of the

community

Public libraries;
public health
departments;
disaster relief
organizations

such as the Red
Cross

Includes any organization
with multiple branches and

centralized decision-
making

Can act as a conduit between
larger systems and communities;

often have large community-
based facilities that can be
leveraged for planning and

responding activities; often have
reduced autonomy in facilitating

community driven
decision making, planning, and

action

Social service
organizations

Foodbanks;
employment

centres;
immigration

services; legal
aid; counselling

centres

Governance can be either
local or centralized

elsewhere; mandates
primarily focus on

addressing individual
needs

Play critical roles in helping
individuals with needs caused by

chronic stressors
and major shocks are typically

focused on the
individual/professional

relationship rather than on
facilitating collective action

Interest focused
organizations

Arts
organizations;
recreational

sports leagues;
after-school
programs

Governance can be either
local or centralized

elsewhere; mandates
primarily focus on

convening around shared
interests including drama,
music, or sports groups

These groups can play specific
and even surprising roles in the
event of an extreme shock, but

are not usually designed to
facilitate community-wide

processes

Grassroots
organizations

Mutual aid
networks; peer to

peer support
groups; residents’

and
neighbourhood

associations

May or may not have
formalized structures;

deeply rooted in
communities; usually have
a purpose/focus on either

service delivery,
community development,

or advocacy

Critical players in community-
centred resilience; they often

hold knowledge and relationships
with community members that

formal institutions cannot

Community
development
organizations

Community
Development
Corporations

Governance and decision
making is firmly in the

community with significant
grassroots and resident

These organizations are critical
in ensuring the resilience efforts

are truly community centred.
Planning and execution of
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As can be seen above, community-based organizations are many and varied; they can and do play multiple roles

in the event of a shock. It is a very specific type of community-based organization, however, that plays the kind of

role that connects civil actors with governments, ensures communication flow across a community, and coordinates

the work of various actors for maximum effect. This type of organization, which can be called a community

backbone organization or integrator, plays a prominent role in a Connected Community Approach.

5. A Connected Community Approach

To address the search for an equitable model for the governance of community-centred resilience, a Connected

Communities Approach (CCA) is a novel solution for connecting communities and formal institutions. Unlike many

other community interventions, the goal of a CCA is centred around strengthening the social fabric of marginalized

communities rather than aiming at a specific predetermined outcome. A CCA is particularly relevant to discussions

of community-centred resilience, as it fosters community-led, collaborative responses to systemic stressors,

thereby developing the relationships and networks that support a community-centred approach to responding to,

recovering from, and bouncing forward after major shock events [117,118].

A CCA is a “complex interconnection of principles and practices that builds from previous community development

theories” including asset-based community development, complexity theory, systems theory, and collective impact

[85] (p. 4). As a set of principles and practices for community development, a CCA argues that by “intentionally

focusing on and strengthening the social connections and networks between and among organizations, these

networks can be a catalyst to foment community-based social and economic development” [85] (p. 3). By
supporting community building from the bottom up and inside out, a CCA emphasizes the central
importance of a community backbone organization as critical social infrastructure that provides an
“anchoring point for social net- work structures across levels and sectors (person, to person,
organization to organizations, etc.)” [85] (p. 2).

Type of Community
Organization Examples Governance Structure Role in Community-Centred

Resilience
participation. The purpose
of these organizations is
to foster processes and
build local capacity to

generate community-led
solutions to local issues.

strategies are based on local
context, lived experience, and

local knowledge. May or may not
hold or foster relationships with
formalized structures outside of

the community.

Community backbone
organizations (local

integrators or
intermediaries)

East Scarborough
Storefront
(Toronto)

Like community
development

organizations described
above, these

organizations have
community driven

governance and decision
making structures. The

primary purpose of these
organizations is to

facilitate connections,
strategy and action,

between and among the
various players engaged

in community-building
work

These organizations are ideally
suited to bridging grassroots, civil

society actors and more
formalized organizations,

institutions, and governments;
facilitate processes that allow the

various actors to collectively,
plan for, respond to, recover

from, and bounce forward after
major shock events.
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The CCA emerged over a period of intense on-the-ground community development work in East Scarborough, a

marginalized inner suburban community in Toronto, On- tario [85,119]. Although it was not coined a CCA until

2014, the early iterations of CCA resulted in the co-creation of the East Scarborough Storefront [85]. Later referred

to as a “community backbone organization”, the East Scarborough Storefront was designed as an innovative “by

the community for the community” service hub model in 2000 [119], but it soon became apparent that the

implications of this facilitative praxis went beyond improving local access to services.

As The Storefront matured, it began forming networks of contributors to the community’s overall wellbeing,

including grassroots groups, social service organizations, architects, planners, academics, and municipal actors.

Collectively, these players began to recognize the critical gap that The Storefront was filling. The Storefront was

iteratively and organically weaving networks to create social infrastructure that both strengthened social fabric at a

local scale, and at the same time, intentionally connected the community to public policy actors, capital investment,

and social networks that are not necessarily local [120]. This was the genesis of what later became the CCA.

Unlike other community-based organizations, The Storefront’s role in the community is not direct service delivery,

but rather to facilitate the creation of a “community social fabric that supports people, organizations, and
initiatives to thrive” [124]. In 2012, based on the evidence of The Storefront’s extensive impact on the
community it served, staff began the process of articulating what made their approach unique and
effective in their community and to explore ways in which their work could be applied to other
communities with similar results [125]. From this work, the CCA emerged.

A CCA offers an opportunity to bring together the best of planning, design, academic theory, municipal, provincial

and federal strategy, social service interventions, faith community aspirations, and corporate social responsibility

and ground them in the authentic goals, aspirations, and realities of grassroots groups and people who have

traditionally been at the margins. Unlocking the potential of a connected community requires skill sets not often

found in our community-based interventions. These include network weaving, facilitation, knowledge mobilization,

and translating across multiple actors both within and outside of the community. Using a CCA to unlock the

potential of communities requires an investment of time and resources in local capacity building and social

infrastructure, but most of all in the facilitative role required to continually weave together the social fabric that

communities need to effectively find local solutions to complex social problems [126].

The role of a community backbone organization in the context of community-centred resilience can not only

facilitate local responses to shock events, but at its best can also play the vital role of two-way communication

between community and government strategy and action. In their 2015 UK study of connected communities (which

aligns with but is distinct from the Connected Community Approach originating in East Scarborough), Parsfield et

al. [127] argue that “non-statutory duties of public services must not simply be seen as ‘soft’ extras, but potentially

crucial points of collaboration & engagement between state and communities as well as strategic opportunities to

prevent greater problems arising from social isolation” (p. 5).
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One of the unique features of a CCA is that it does not exclude or seek to replace projects, programs, or other

approaches in a community. Rather, it builds on these, using principles and practices that are captured in the

CCA’s 10 keys for uncovering and unlocking the potential of a connected community (Table 2).
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