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1. Futures definition

Resilience is the ability of entities and systems to cope with change and resulting adverse effects. This ability
can include both anticipatory and responsive processes through which entities and systems can make sense of
change and maintain, return to, or develop new ways of operating that are functional. These processes may
involve the dynamics of withstanding, absorbing, or modifying change and its effects; adapting to them; self-
transformation; or a mix of these dynamics. Developing or cultivating resilience is often a desired outcome of
futures projects.

2. General definitions

In general terms, resilience is understood as the ability or capability to recover one’s original shape and size
after being deformed and, more generically, as the ability to easily adjust to and recover from adverse events or
change (Merriam-Webster, n.d.-d; The Britannica Dictionary, n.d.).

In individuals, resilience can be defined as the “process and outcome of successfully adapting to difficult or
challenging life experiences, especially through mental, emotional, and behavioural flexibility and adjustment
to external and internal demands” (American Psychological Association, n.d.).

In organizations, systems, and cities, resilience refers to the capacity or ability to prepare, resist, or adapt to the
effects of change in order to maintain their structures, functions, and services, to return to acceptable levels of
performance within an acceptable time, or to build back better (International Organization for Standardization,
2019).

The exact focus on what needs to be safeguarded, and how, can vary considerably depending on the type of
system under consideration. In socio-technical systems, the focus tends to be on services, and resilience can be
defined as “the ability and capacity of a socio-technical system to maintain or quickly restore its services to
society, even under severe stress” (IQIB, n.d.). In socio-ecological systems, economic systems, and
communities, the focus tends to be on structures, functions, identities, and potentials for development and
transformation. Learning, self-organization, absorption, and adaptation assume a fundamental role next to
withstanding and recovering from disturbances (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) et al.,
2014; Resilience Alliance, n.d.; Stockholm Resilience Center, n.d.; United Nations Office for Disaster Risk
Reduction (UNDRR), 2017).

3. Etymology
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The origins of the English term resilience lie in the present participle resiliens, -enits of the Latin verb resilire,
meaning to jump back, to recoil. The base of the verb resilire in turn is formed by the Latin verb salire,
meaning to leap, which is the etymological foundation for the words “sally” and “sommersault” in the
contemporary English language (Merriam-Webster, n.d.-d). Other Germanic languages, such as German, and
Romance languages, such as Italian, Castilian Spanish, and French, share this Latin origin of the term.
(Académie Française, n.d.; Duden, n.d.; Real Academia Española, n.d.; Treccani, n.d.)

In Chinese languages, amongst other terms, 韧性 (rèn xìng), 弹性 (tán xìng), and 恢复力 (huī fù lì) can

describe resilience (Baidu Baike, n.d.; Cambridge University Press, n.d.). 韧性 (rèn xìng) describes resilience

as a property or characteristic and is etymologically related to the word for leather (Chinese University of Hong

Kong, n.d. -e, -g, -h). 弹性 (tán xìng) also describes resilience as a property or characteristic. The term contains

a variety of semantic meanings such as ball, bouncing, and playing stringed instruments that are etymologically

related to the words for crossbow and bending (Chinese University of Hong Kong, -b, -f, -h). 恢复力 (huī fù lì)

describes resilience as a strength or ability and contains the semantic meanings resuming, renewing, and
returning (Chinese University of Hong Kong, -a, -c, -d).

4. Field of terms

Merriam-Webster differentiates between two connotations of the term resilience: strength and flexibility ( n.d.-
d). The dictionary lists strength, persistence, and persistency as synonyms for the former, and flexibility,
adaptability, and elasticity for the latter.

The difference between resilience and persistence or persistency is that the latter connote a stubborn and
resolute continuance that does not give in to an outside opposition (Merriam-Webster, n.d.-c).

Similarly, but with a more static connotation, robustness implies hardness, firmness, and strength that excludes
the possibility of substantial modification by pressures (Merriam-Webster, n.d.-e).

Contrary to the former three terms, flexibility implies that the subject is yielding and adapting to an outside
force. Differently to resilience, the term doesn’t necessarily imply the possibility of returning to an original
state and doesn’t provide any indication of the attained level of functionality or desirability of the new state
(Merriam-Webster, n.d.-b).

Adaptation and adaptability, on the other hand, do indicate functional adjustment to a certain environment or
situation that enables a system or entity to avoid or mitigate harm and gain benefits (IPCC et al., 2014;
Merriam-Webster, n.d.-a).

Transformation describes a more fundamental change than adaptation and adaptability, which takes place at the
structural level and alters the elementary attributes of a system (IPCC, 2014, S. 128; Merriam-Webster, n.d.-f).

Antifragility is a more mathematical term that describes the property of a system to improve its functioning in
response to harmful impacts thanks to a convex sensitivity to change or stress. Focused on a system’s
improvement, antifragility aims to overcome the idea of resilience, when this term is understood as a mere
return to the status quo (Taleb, 2012).
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When understood as strength, antonyms for resilience include weakness, helplessness, inadequacy, impotence,
and dependence. Antonyms for resilience, when understood as flexibility, include stiffness and rigidity

(Merriam-Webster, n.d.-d).

Resilience closely links to the Futures Glossary terms uncertainty, complexity, and emergence in that the
change that the concept refers to occurs in complex and uncertain environments and might be emergent in
nature. Because the term resilience entails the uses of imaginative and anticipatory processes, based on
assumptions towards the future, to face change and resulting effects, the term links to anticipation, imagination,

and assumption. Responsibility is another related concept that evokes the challenges, uncertainties, and
unintended effects related to the cultivation of resilience in complex and unpredictable environments and to the
definition of what constitutes a functioning state or equilibrium that we aspire to preserve, create or return to.
Resilience also links to the field of foresight, that often methodologically attempts to develop or increase
resilience.

5. Theoretical foundations

The theory of anticipation links resilience to anticipatory sense-making. According to Poli “the ability to
anticipate in complex environments may improve the resilience of societies (…) by articulating insecurities
through anticipatory processes.” (Poli, 2017, p. 14). Cultivating “anticipatory capabilities of individuals and
communities may enhance the overall sense-making process and improve decision-making, strategy formation,
and societal resilience.” (Poli, 2017, p. 15).

Similarly, in Transforming the Future: Anticipation in the 21st Century, Miller (2018a, p. 9; 2018b, p. 22)
explains that the cultivation of a futures literacy capability enables humans to embrace complexity and to make
sense of emergence, including their role in it. This capability, in turn, can enable us “to adopt strategies
intended to improve our prospects for resilience as a species for humans by using the gift of human agency in
ways that are more balanced between planning and creative spontaneity, between continuity-based insurance of
risk and diversification that embraces uncertainty” (Miller, 2018b, p. 22). In the same volume, Ehresmann et al.
2018) also note that “FL [futures literacy], because it enhances the capacity to appreciate complexity, makes it
easier to take advantage of change, to deploy everyday forms of contextual creativity, and to embrace a
diversification strategy towards resilience”

The scientific origin of the term resilience lies in material sciences, where it was used already in the 19th
century to describe how much impact or energy materials can withstand before breaking (Mallet, 1856; see
McAslan, 2010). Other scientific disciplines that have made an early use of the term are psychology, in which
the concept of resilience was introduced through the works of Garmezy (1971) and Rutter (1979) and ecology,
where the concept was first introduced by Holling (1973) (see McAslan, 2010; see Pearson et al., 2025).

In environmental sciences, building on Holling’s and others’ prior work on resilience, Folke thoroughly
examines the evolution and various facets of resilience in the Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Environmental

Science (2016). He describes resilience as the combination of the abilities of complex socio-ecological systems
to persist in, adapt to, and transform their development trajectories in the face of change, which can be expected
or unexpected, gradual or abrupt, or a mix. Persistence can be achieved through an absorption of disruptions
and an internal reorganization that doesn’t fundamentally alter the system’s structure. Adaptation, on the other
hand, involves conscious changes in anticipation or reaction that more substantively alter the complex
interrelationships within the system or systems, and between the system and the overall change that it faces.
The transformation of a system and of its development pathway may become necessary when their resilience
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has become too rigid for emergent dynamics. In these cases, the resilience of a system may imply its ability to
break down its current resiliency and to build new resiliency by shifting onto emergent, still unknown
development pathways or creating entirely new ones (Folke, 2016, pp. 3-6).

6. Use in practice

Resilience is a desired outcome or impact of futures work and of cultivating a futures literacy in entities and
systems. Through the conscious use of different anticipatory systems, we can create future imaginaries that
sensitise us for change, novelty, and emergence; allow us to make sense of and to appropriately cope with these
imaginaries; and help us to identify strategies to best navigate uncertainty and complexity.

Practical examples can be found in the work of the European Commission (EC), the Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD), and the UNDRR. Each of these entities employs strategic foresight
methods and components to anticipate future trends, risks, and disruptive elements to inform their actions and
strategies for resilience and sometimes also for robustness (EC, 2020, 2025; OECD, 2025; United Nations for
Disaster Risk Reduction, n.d.).

When cultivating resilience in practice, three potential conflicts might need to be considered. The first conflict
relates to the existence of a trade-off between specified and general resilience. While specified resilience makes
specific parts or dimensions of a system resilient towards specific disturbances by focusing on a set of known
unknowns, the system may become more fragile in relation to novel shocks. General resilience is more
sensitive towards diffuse and gradual change and aims to prepare for unknown unknowns but might not always
take the immediate need of entities and systems into due account. (Folke, 2016, pp. 2, 12-13)

The second conflict regards the determination of what constitutes a resilient system or pathway. As the
resilience of some entities or groups may stand in contradiction to each other or undermine resilience at the
systemic level, and vice-versa, the exact definition of a resilient system or pathway is likely to entail a choice in
favour of one group or system over the others (Folke, 2016, p. 6).

The third conflict concerns the risk that an overfocus on resilience may leave a blind spot for the structural
conditions and causes of the adverse events towards which resilience is cultivated and for the potential need for
structural transformation of these conditions themselves, which might transcend the entity or system in question
(as noted specifically for the psychological resilience of individuals by Suslovic & Lett, 2024).

While the first conflict may be dealt with via a conscious and dynamic balancing between different anticipatory
systems, the second and third conflict relate to wider and more fundamental political questions that future
practitioners might not always be able to directly influence.

Terminologist: Alexander Plé
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