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ABSTRACT 

 

 

BEYONG BOUNCE BACK: A HEALING JUSTICE AND TRAUMA-

INFORMED APPROACH TO URBAN CLIMATE RESILIENCE  

 

 

Chiara Camponeschi              Advisor: Dr. Kate Parizeau 
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This dissertation examines how municipal governments have organized to respond to 

the climate crisis, particularly how the creation and circulation of official climate plans has 

advanced a shared narrative of ‘mainstream resilience’. It argues that by conflating resilience 

with bouncing back this narrative successfully narrows down complex social-ecological 

analyses into a more manageable––thus easier to manipulate––idea of resilience  and 

vulnerability, one that largely excludes and discounts local community perspectives (Fainstein, 

2018; Leitner et al., 2018; Powell et al., 2014)  while  opening up lucrative new opportunities 

for profit.  A critical engagement with mainstream resilience narratives therefore presents a 

timely opportunity to advance socio-ecological agendas that are explicit in their demands for 

equitable resilience outcomes. To this end, the dissertation introduces the original concept of 

‘integrative resilience’, a framework that is informed by a bioecological reading of vulnerability, 

a trauma-informed orientation to municipal climate planning, and a healing justice approach 

to service delivery and policymaking. Through this framework, it argues that municipal 

governments must expand the mandate of their climate interventions to include a robust 

mental health component to their resilience plans in light of the potential for traumatization that 

exposure to climate hazards and lack of attuned response can have on local communities. It 

concludes by arguing that integrative resilience can stimulate new forms of civic imagination 

and grassroots organizing, keeping institutions accountable while working to meet changing 

needs in a changing climate.   

Keywords:   resilience; vulnerability; climate change; neoliberal urban governance; trauma;   

healing justice; bioecological theory. 



  iii 

 

 

 
 

DEDICATION 

 
To the survivors of wicked systems. 

 

“I mean look, we are not a culture that has built into our way of being, our way of thinking, our civic 

imaginaries—contemplation, mourning, working through difficult contradictory emotions. That’s not 

part of our society; and therefore, where society leaves off, we need to take up. Society miseducates 

us. Society gives us a lot of prompts and a lot of encouragements to be reactive, emotionally reactive. 

In this, we have received tremendous tutelage. So the ability to do what our societies seem incapable 

and unwilling to do is important. It’s incumbent upon us to be reflective, to be complex, to be subtle, to 

be nuanced, to take our time in societies which are none of these things and which encourage none 

of these things because, after all, there is nothing, I would argue, more critical than to be misaligned 

from the emotional baseline of any mainstream society. 

Our political, economic systems have destabilized the planet. And the planet is going to continue to 

unravel. And the consequences of the unravelling are going to play out in people’s bodies and in 

where they decide to move those bodies. And how all of our national elites deal with that reality, I 

think, is the number one. And how we’re all going to deal with these realities is the great challenge 

facing us. And in some ways, I think, it’s something that is going to be the great test of whether we, as 

a collective, will have any future worth speaking of. 

The whole debate around climate change is a bunch of lying fools sitting around––almost all male, but 

whatever––a bunch of lying fools saying, ‘The earth is not vulnerable. There is no injury.’ And there’s 

just a repetition here; there’s this mantra that comes out of these hegemonies, which is: ‘We are 

invulnerable. We’re not vulnerable. There is no loss. We don’t need to change anything’ that just is—

it’s just destroying us, man. And it’s so dull and wearying, and yet, we’re all caught up in this 

madness, simply because of our pride, our inability to be like, ‘Hey, man, that hurts. Hey, man, that’s 

scary. Hey, sister, that’s humiliating’. 

If your community is no further than your injury, then it doesn’t seem like any agency is possible. But if 

your community extends more generously, more capaciously—well, certainly there’s a lot of grounds 

for hope there, just by the way you framed your history, your reality.  

Framing is as important as anything. 

When I think about what is required for all of us to live on this planet, it’s going to be the kinds of 

solidarities, and the kinds of civic imaginaries, and the kinds of radical tolerances that we’re not 

seeing. We’re going to have to practice a democracy that we’ve yet to define or even lay down the 

first four bricks of. There’s nothing about our impoverished political systems, our imagined 

communities, that is going to be able to hold us together in the face of the coming storm of climate 

change. 

I don’t trust our business leaders. I don’t trust any of the sort of folks who already have power and 

have already shown us how little they can do for us, and they’re showing us their cowardice and their 

avarice —I don’t trust any of those people. But I do trust in the collective genius of all the people who 

have survived these wicked systems. I trust in that. I think from the bottom will the genius come that 

makes our ability to live with each other possible. I believe that with all my heart.” 

 

Junot Díaz in conversation with Kirsta Tippett  

On Being 
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1. Introduction  

 

1.1 Research Context  

 

 

Climate science and policy have historically been dominated by a focus on the 

international scale, where national governments are pressured to participate in climate 

negotiations, introduce incentives for emission reduction, and enforce environmental 

regulation within domestic borders (Stone et al., 2012; Rabe, 2007; Bulkeley and Moser, 

2007). With international negotiations for mitigation and adaptation moving slowly, many 

actors have turned to cities for bolder, more innovative responses to disaster risk reduction 

and climate preparedness. Over the years, networks such as C40 and 100 Resilient Cities 

have been instrumental in legitimizing the municipal scale as a valuable––if not essential––

component of ambitious environmental policy and practice, helping local governments gain 

international recognition for their climate leadership, and spurring inter-urban competition for 

the sake of experimentation and capacity-building (Heinrichs et al., 2013; Bulkeley and Castán 

Broto, 2012; Middlemiss and Parrish, 2010; Kousky and Schneider, 2003). They have also 

played an important role in setting the resilience agenda and defining the scope of resilience 

interventions for local governments belonging to their network (see, for example, Gordon and 

Johnson, 2018; Acuto and Rayner, 2016; Fünfgeld, 2015; and Hakelberg, 2014). 

As a whole, these efforts have contributed enormously to the mainstreaming of resilience 

within cities, particularly by facilitating the exchange of information and best practices in 

support of local municipal action (Castán Broto and Bulkeley, 2013a; Bouteligier, 2012; 

Bulkeley and Kern, 2009). One network in particular, ICLEI (the International Council for Local 

Environmental Initiatives) is cited extensively in the literature for creating of one of the first 

venues for city-to-city learning and mobilization (Bhagavatula, et al., 2012; Krause, 2012; Toly, 

2008; Bulkeley, 2005). Since 1990, ICLEI has been responsible for mobilizing knowledge, 

sharing evidence-based tactics, reporting on performance metrics, and building a coalition of 

interest to make the case for greater municipal involvement in resilience planning.  

The rise of ICLEI has coincided with a first wave of urban climate responses known as 

‘municipal volunteerism’ (Bulkeley et al., 2012), a phase of environmental action that has 

encouraged greenhouse gas reduction and environmental regulation on a largely voluntary 

basis. In the 2000s, a more overtly political, strategic form of governance emerged through 

the creation of networks like the U.S. Mayors’s Climate Protection Agreement and C40, groups 

which were founded in response to then-President George W. Bush’s climate denial and a 
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political environment generally characterized by stalling on significant action on climate 

change (Bulkeley, 2015; Gore, 2010; Moser, 2007).  

As part of this second phase, adaptation more than mitigation increasingly appeared on 

the agenda of local governments (Bulkeley and Tuts, 2013; Anguelovski and Carmin, 2011; 

Carter, 2011), giving rise to new forms of public-private partnerships aimed at preparing the 

built environment for the reality of ecological hazards such as sea level rise, flooding, heat 

waves, and more. This focus was also accompanied by the growing influence of non-state 

actors in shaping the course of municipal resilience-building (Dzebo and Stripple, 2015). The 

Rockefeller Foundation, for example, is a philanthropic organization that has invested heavily 

in urban resilience (Tyler et al., 2010), first through the establishment of the Asian Cities 

Climate Change Resilience Network (ACCCRN) and later with the founding of the global 100 

Resilient Cities network.   

Thanks in large part to these efforts, resilience interventions in cities today typically target 

energy provision, waste reduction, sustainable transportation, and carbon reduction. 

Programs range from improving walkability in urban centers to addressing urban sprawl 

through mixed-used zoning to strengthening public transit (Rockefeller Foundation, 2019; 

C40, n.d.). More sophisticated measures also include the creation of financial mechanisms 

such as carbon markets and investment in low carbon infrastructure that serve the dual 

purpose of addressing costly environmental threats while simultaneously stimulating the local 

economy (Phdungsilp and Martinac, 2016; St-Louis and Millard-Ball, 2016; Bulkeley, Castán 

Broto, and Edwards, 2012; Nishida and Hua, 2011; Hodson and Marvin, 2012).  

But are municipal climate plans effective? For some, current responses are too weak and 

lack coherent and measurable standards (Bulkeley, 2015; Bulkeley and Betsill, 2013; Gordon, 

2013; Krause, 2012; Millard-Ball, 2012; Burch, 2009), mostly mimicking the “sequential and 

inventory-based approach” (Anguelovski and Carmin, 2011: 170) of international mitigation 

initiatives that arguably espouse an overly technocratic approach to the detriment of social 

justice and equitable representation (Finn and McCormick, 2011; Hodson and Marvin, 2010b; 

Pearsall and Pierce, 2010; Warner, 2002). Building upon Harvey’s (1981a) concept of a 

‘spatial fix’ scholars warn of a ‘sustainability fix’ in cities: a green turn in urban environmental 

politics that is embraced in service of acquiring a competitive economic edge (Jokinen, 

Bäcklund, and Laine, 2018; Long, 2016; Jonas, While and Gibbs, 2004) but which raises 

questions about the integrity of the governance process (Coaffee, 2013; Whitehead, 2013; 

Lee and van de Meene, 2012). As I argue especially in Chapter 4, the emphasis on equating 

resilience to bouncing back from a disturbance dilutes the scope of municipal interventions 
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and leads to problematic policy priorities with significant repercussions on both the governance 

process as well as local community life.  

Indeed, as the concept of resilience is mainstreamed and continues to enjoy wider 

recognition outside of specialized academic audiences, critics have begun to challenge its 

usefulness both as a metaphor and as a framework for climate action (DeVerteuil and 

Golubchikov, 2016; Pendall, Foster, and Cowell, 2010; Brand and Jax, 2007; Norris et al., 

2008; Carpenter et al., 2001). To fully understand the significance of these critiques, and in 

order to better evaluate the effectiveness and comprehensiveness of municipal action plans, 

it is therefore important to understand the evolution of resilience from a concept with roots in 

ecological literature to one with widespread application across social-ecological systems.  

 In this introductory chapter, I provide an overview of the conceptual framework that 

grounds my doctoral research. I begin with a discussion of the driving forces influencing 

patterns of urban development and municipal resilience planning today, and I continue with 

an exploration of how the concepts of resilience and vulnerability have evolved and been 

debated in academic literature to date. I then outline my research aims and objectives, 

followed by an outline of the structure of the dissertation.  

 

1.2 Conceptual Framework  

 

 Three major forces are at play in the rise of urban climate planning today: increased 

pressure on the part of cities to respond to heightened inter-urban competition through waves 

of urban entrepreneurialism; a growing interest in building resilient cities as a means to 

simultaneously respond to ecological threats and contribute to green growth; and evolving 

understandings of social-ecological vulnerability. This section provides an overview of these 

thematic threads, focusing in particular on how they have influenced the scope of current 

municipal resilience mandates.  

 

1.2.1 Urban Entrepreneurialism and Experimentation 

 
 

Scholars of contemporary urban governance point to the financing of flagship projects 

and the development of iconic architectural landmarks as examples of how cities respond to 

the growing pressure to be competitive and secure dwindling economic opportunities (Diaz 
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Orueta and Fainstein, 2009; Fainstein, 2009; Zukin, 2009; Andranovich, Burbank and Heying, 

2001). Faced with declining industries and shrinking resources, for decades cities small and 

large have sought to respond to market volatility and capital mobility (Peck and Tickell, 2002; 

Harvey, 2006) by engaging in interurban competition, particularly by capitalizing on their 

distinctive local assets (Duxbury, 2004; Zukin, 1993) and technocratic leadership in order to 

secure a niche in the ‘new economy’.  

 

Driven by the desire to be seen as innovative, identifying and developing a niche in the 

new economy has taken on many forms, from the early 2000s trend of pursuing ‘creative city’ 

status (Listerborn, 2017; Tochterman, 2012; Leslie, 2005), to the more recent competition for 

recognition as a ‘smart’ and/or resilient city (Wilson and Jonas, 2018; Kaika, 2017; Calzada 

and Cobo, 2015; Sennett, 2012; Hollands, 2008).  While at least superficially these 

approaches appear distinct, in practice they are all attempts on the part of cities to “brand and 

market their place” (Levenda, 2019: 5) in order to stimulate economic growth and generate 

profit. In the case of creative cities, developing a niche has required a multi-faceted approach 

targeting what Florida (2002) calls the three Ts of creativity: talent, technology, and tolerance. 

Investing in these elements was thought to attract “globally mobile investors alongside a 

creative class of professionals and revenue-generating tourists” (MacLeod, 2011:  2630) that, 

together, could transform the built environment and give rise to new, more appealing lifestyles.  

 

Today, cities seeking to obtain resilient city status have adapted this mode of economic 

planning by reframing municipal efforts around the need for ‘carbon control’ (Jonas, Gibbs and 

While, 2011; While, Jonas and Gibbs, 2010). Celebrated for their (anticipated) carbon-neutral 

or climate-friendly attributes, projects such as retrofits, demonstration sites, and 

technologically-enhanced ‘green’ areas have become the most visible manifestations of an 

ongoing reconfiguration of space that confirms the importance of urban regions to the political, 

spatial, and economic regulation of capitalism.   

 

A departure from traditional tax breaks and incentives for top-down development, these 

approaches have been widely embraced by municipal actors but fiercely debated and 

contested in academic literature. Peck (2005), for example, considers Florida’s creative city 

model a “pervasive urban development script” (740) of “hipsterization strategies” (747) typical 

of the policy vacuum of neoliberal urban realms. Jonas, Gibbs, and While (2011: 2542) see 

the emphasis on carbon control as part of a process of ‘eco-state restructuring’ that “reflects 

a search by advanced industrial nations for some form of regulatory fix to the current 

economic-cum-environmental crisis”. Zukin (2009: 551) describes this general governance 
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shift as a process of hegemonic global urbanism that “pacifie[s] spaces in the city to prepare 

them for growth”.   

 

A notable outcome of this place-marketing strategy has been the institution of a culture 

of entrepreneurialism (Jessop and Sum, 2000; Harvey, 1989) that is emblematic of what 

Duncan and Goodwin (1988) describe as “a speculative investment of public funds and risk-

taking habitus more readily associated with the private sector”.  Under this model, flagship 

projects are increasingly lauded for their ability to “test-out new urban technologies (including 

smart grids and autonomous vehicles), policies, and partnerships” (Levenda, 2019: 3), 

effectively acting as the vehicles “through which discourses and visions concerning the future 

of cities are rendered practical and governable” (Castán Broto and Bulkeley 2013b: 367).   

 

One significant way these visions are rendered governable is through the role that 

“place entrepreneurs” play in creating “growth coalitions” of architects, planners, developers, 

bankers, politicians and “auxiliary players” capable of forging partnerships and stimulating the 

circulation of capital in cities (MacLeod, 2011: 2634). They do so in two key ways: with city 

governments collaborating with private actors to create an environment that is conducive to 

business (Weaver, 2018; Peck, Theodore and Brenner, 2009), and through the establishment 

of working groups and committees where representatives are often governmentally appointed 

“but elegantly safeguarded from the electoral process and operating beyond public 

accountability” (MacLeod, 2011: 2635). As a whole, these practices are consistent with what 

Keil (2009) describes as “roll-with-it neoliberalism”: a phase of neoliberal urban governance 

where the normalization of entrepreneurial conduct sees political actors increasingly 

functioning “as handmaiden of certain groups of capital that drive the new and old economies” 

(234).  

 

Today, the role that growth coalitions play in shaping the built environment is especially 

significant in the context of urban resilience planning. With their “ideological hegemony and 

political legitimacy” (MacLeod, 2011: 2634), growth coalitions have the power (both financial 

and narrative) to promote a strategic view of resilience and vulnerability that best advances 

the interests of urban elites. As has been argued, this power is employed to present an 

apolitical view of the environmental crisis (Rosol, Béal and Mössner, 2017; Swyngedouw, 

2014)––particularly by divorcing deeper racial and class divisions from questions of 

representation and equity (Fainstein, 2018; Bulkeley, Edwards and Fuller, 2014; Agyeman 

and Evans, 2003; Taylor, 2000), and decoupling sustainability agendas from the uneven 

effects of economic development in cities (Reid, 2013; MacLeod, 2002).  
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Indeed, if earlier debates about sustainability pitted environmental quality and 

economic growth against each other, suggesting that growth could not be limitless or it would 

unleash disastrous consequences for the lives of humans and those of other species 

(Meadows et al., 1972; Asara et al., 2015), Davidson and Gleeson (2014: 174) point out that 

the “ideological struggle of the meaning of sustainable cities has coincided with a period of 

strong globalized neoliberalism”. Thus, attempts to reframe growth as benign (Sanwal, 2012) 

have shifted the emphasis away from the limits to growth and the fair redistribution of 

resources to the creation of green growth as an attainable policy goal. It is for this reason that 

Jonas and While (2007: 130) suggest that “the boundaries between the sustainable city and 

the entrepreneurial city have become—and for that matter probably have always been—

blurred”.  

 

Critics of this growth-friendly framing of sustainability warn about the ways in which the 

development of resilience interventions often translates into the creation of multi-million dollar 

spatial fixes that are covertly designed as “interdictory spaces” intended to exclude those 

“whose class and cultural positions diverge from the builders and their target markets” 

(MacLeod, 2011: 2646). The result is the emergence of a form of uneven geographical 

development that operates through dispossession, and is criticized for destroying local 

solidarity, eroding civil rights, contributing to environmental degradation, and exacerbating 

social inequalities (Harvey, 2012).   

Levenda (2019: 1), for example, points out that “the entrepreneurial, economic-growth 

agendas of sustainable and smart cities approaches often undercut the ecological promises 

of urban experiments, resulting in a gap between visions and reality”. What makes these gaps 

especially problematic is the separation of environmental issues from the urban politics of 

production and consumption that shape urban metabolisms, often reducing environmental 

problems to a matter of changing the choices and consumptive behaviours of urban residents 

rather than the system itself (Wachsmuth, Cohen and Angelo, 2016). As I discuss in greater 

detail in manuscripts 2 and 3, in the context of resilience planning this exclusion can lead to 

increased social-ecological vulnerability as a result of inadequate protection from climate 

hazards, displacement as an outcome of ‘eco-gentrification’ (Checker, 2011; Dooling, 2009) 

and pressure on communities to safeguard their own safety and wellbeing in response to 

inadequate institutional support (invocations of self-responsibility and self-care that, MacLeod 

[2002: 603] argues, reveal the “punitive, revanchist vernacular” of urban entrepreneurial 

projects).   
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In a process of continuing economic globalization, scholars who explore the rise and 

growth of resilient cities raise important questions about the intersections of cities and capital, 

exposing dynamics through which the voices and spaces of vulnerable demographics are 

repeatedly co-opted, appropriated, or silenced to serve the interests of a few (Bahadur and 

Tanner, 2014; Schmeltz et al., 2013; Béné et al., 2012). These competitive dynamics have 

had significant repercussions particularly on the production of (and access to) urban space. 

Faced with budgetary constraints, many municipal administrations have embraced public-

private partnerships (PPPs) for the delivery of urban infrastructure and housing, a problematic 

arrangement that has often been accused of being antidemocratic and excluding already 

marginalized urban actors (UN-HABITAT, 2003). More recently, the spread of Privately-

Owned Public Spaces (POPS) has further challenged the use of public space by the citizenry 

and limited civic participation in them (Center for Sustainable Urban Regeneration, 2013)1.   

As a result, today’s urban social movements must compete with discourses that re-

frame social struggles as the right to consume privatized urban space (Keil, 2009), as opposed 

to the right to produce meaning (Marcuse 2009; Meyer 2006) and exercise “greater democratic 

control over the production and use of [capitalism’s] surplus” (Harvey, 2008: 37). For critical 

urban studies scholars, problematizing the meaning of terms like ‘resilience’; and ‘vulnerability’ 

has therefore become an important way to confront and address the inequalities at the heart 

of neoliberal urban development.  

Indeed, to understand the social and political forces that influence climate interventions 

in cities it is crucial to first identify the driving forces behind, and the main actors involved in, 

processes of municipal resilience planning. It is equally important to assess how official climate 

action plans reinforce or challenge mainstream definitions and understandings of ‘resilience’, 

‘vulnerability’ and ‘participation’. What are the implications of these definitions on the 

governance and discourses of urban climate resilience in cities today?   

The rest of this section provides an overview of the evolution of resilience and 

vulnerability in the literature as a means to ground the discussion about climate equity and 

justice that unfolds throughout manuscripts 1 to 3.   

 

1 This tension is perhaps best exemplified by the events that took place in New York City's Zuccotti Park at the 

height of the Occupy movement in 2011. The park, a POPS managed by a private company with whom the City 
had established a partnership, was an important avenue––indeed the main avenue––for protesters to engage in a 
dialogue with decision-makers and advocate for change. After several weeks of occupation, protestors were forcibly 
evicted in what was seen as an ironic turn of events: those protesting the neoliberal agenda were evicted by 
municipal authorities at a time when Brooksfield Properties, the owner of the park, was found owing the City over 
$139,000 in unpaid business taxes (Huffington Post, 2011). 
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1.2.2 Resilience  

 

The root of the word resilience can be traced to the Latin resalire, which translates as 

walking or leaping back (Gunderson, 2010). Since the 1973 publication of C.S. Holling’s paper, 

Resilience and Stability of Ecological Systems, the concept has been steadily gaining the 

attention of academics and non-specialized audiences in a variety of settings. This interest 

can perhaps be explained by resilience’s potential to facilitate interdisciplinary collaboration in 

“managing a transition toward more sustainable development paths” (Folke, 2006: 260). For 

many, resilience is indeed a useful way of addressing the linkages between social and 

ecological systems, prompting new ways of thinking about environmental change and its 

interconnected social dimensions (Pickett et al., 2014; Folke, 2006; Smit and Wandel, 2006). 

As a metaphor, resilience is also a way of thinking about the future, having a “futuristic 

dimension” (Manyena 2006: 439) that can stimulate new forms of learning and adaptation. In 

its broadest sense, then, the concept can be defined primarily in one of two ways: as a desired 

outcome, or as a process to achieve a desired outcome (Southwick et al. 2014).   

Within the ecological literature, resilience has undergone several evolutions. Early 

theorizations of the concept assumed that, following a disturbance, nature would ‘self-repair’ 

based on an implicitly “stable and infinitely resilient environment where resource flows could 

be controlled” (Folke, 2006: 253). This ‘engineering’ view of resilience considered ecological 

systems as existing in close to a steady state, also known as a single equilibrium. In this sense, 

what constituted resilience was the ‘return time’ required to bring a system back to its original 

state (Pimm, 1991). The concept of an ‘ecological’ resilience was introduced by Holling (1996) 

to describe systems that are far from a stable single equilibrium, where there may not be a 

return to a previous state but rather a reconfiguration into a different form of organization. 

From this perspective emerges the popular definition of resilience as the amount of 

disturbance that a system can absorb before tipping into a new state (Walker et al., 2004). 

Under this model, systems are not predictable and mechanistic but rather complex and 

adaptive. This means that they are understood to be process-dependent, with feedbacks 

among multiple scales influencing their ability to self-organize.  

 Gunderson and Holling’s concept of panarchy (2002) illustrates the trajectories that 

shape these feedbacks. Their heuristic model is composed of four phases of development: 

exploitation, conservation, release, and renewal. The exploitation phase is characterized by a 

period of exponential change that eventually leads to stasis (conservation), followed by 
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periods of readjustment (release) and re-organization (renewal).  As a set of hierarchically 

structured scales, the four stages are interconnected and equally important. Folke (2006), 

however, remarks that processes of release and re-organization have mostly been ignored by 

practitioners in favour of an emphasis on the first two.  With the widespread use of terms such 

as ‘coping’, ‘bouncing back’, and a return to ‘normal’, the focus on exploitation and 

conservation suggests and reinforces a reactive stance to change.  In human communities, 

this focus translates most often into a view of resilience as the ability of social systems to 

withstand external shocks to their social infrastructure (Adger, 2000) more than on their ability 

to respond to the disturbance by changing the status quo.  A disturbance, however, can also 

unleash the potential for positive change. For this reason, many have argued that resilience 

should be far more than the ability to cope. It should be a process that is centered around 

“people’s aspirations to be outside of the high-risk zone altogether” (Manyena, 2006: 438).   

As the last point alludes to, it is not just ecological systems that demonstrate resilience–

individuals, communities, and nations can also organize to respond to change. Local 

adaptation strategies, cultural heritage, and different forms of knowledge are all important 

factors that influence adaptive capacity. The term ‘social-ecological systems’ has been 

introduced in the literature (Anderies, Janssen, and Ostrom, 2004; Olsson, Folke and Berkes, 

2004; Walker et al., 2004; Berkes, Colding and Folke, 2003; Adger, 2000) precisely to 

acknowledge the role that social agents play in influencing the trajectory of resilience, as well 

as to stress that the delineation between ecological and social systems is “artificial and 

arbitrary” (Folke, 2006: 262). Connecting analyses of ecological change to their interrelated 

social dynamics has therefore contributed enormously to shaping the direction of climate 

action, particularly by recognizing cities as social-ecological systems in their own right. Today, 

municipal actors increasingly adopt a systems-level view in an attempt to account for the 

complexities of climate impacts. Many urban resilience plans recognize that cities are linked 

to ecological systems across multiple scales, for example, through the production and 

distribution of food or the global provision of energy. They also acknowledge that cities rely on 

networks of service delivery and infrastructure in order to function efficiently, as well as on 

social agents and institutions in the management of their day-to-day operations (see, for 

example: PlaNYC, 2013; City of Copenhagen, 2011).  

 Indeed, literature on social-ecological systems agrees on the centrality of individuals, 

networks, and institutions in informing the capacity of complex urban systems to self-organize, 

learn, and adapt. The Resilience Alliance (2010)––a consortium of researchers who stimulate 

interdisciplinary and integrative science using resilience as an overarching framework––

identifies four key factors that affect resilience planning at the municipal level: metabolic flows, 
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governance networks, social dynamics, and the built environment. In its idealized form, this 

framework : 1) strengthens systems to reduce their exposure and fragility to ecological threats; 

2) builds the capacity of social agents to develop adaptive responses; 3) creates the conditions 

for supportive institutional mechanisms that facilitate the ability of agents to take action, and 

4) takes into account the interconnections between all the above (Manyena, 2006).  

Nevertheless, many have criticized the ways in which social-ecological resilience has 

been operationalized in cities to date. Some challenge its top-down, carbon-neutral rhetoric 

for excluding ‘non-expert’ knowledge in processes of cultural, organizational, and personal 

capacity-building (MacKinnon and Derickson, 2012; Hodson and Marvin, 2010a; Middlemiss 

and Parrish, 2010). A common critique that is levelled against actors involved in the resilience 

planning process is that local experiences of climate risk are not given adequate space and 

legitimacy in municipal resilience plans (Dubois and Krasny, 2016; Lindroth and Sinevaara-

Niskanen, 2016; Cretney, 2014). Such exclusion is seen as a strategy to marginalize those 

voices and experiences that diverge from mainstream understandings of (and priorities for) 

resilience. Others point to the programmatic discrepancies that emerge as a result of these 

competing interests and values as a symptom of a bias towards neoliberal agendas 

(Wachsmuth, Cohen and Angelo, 2016; Checker, 2011; Pearsall and Pierce, 2010; Warner, 

2002). For this reason, many critical scholars have called for a more transparent accounting 

of power and politics to better understand how consensus among actors is negotiated, and 

how state/non-state capacity is delineated (Bouteligier, 2013; Bulkeley and Schroeder, 2011). 

The next section addresses some of these critiques in greater detail.   

 

1.2.2.1 Critiques of Resilience  

 

Questions of who is seen as a legitimate stakeholder, who benefits from official 

resilience interventions, and how community-based needs are accounted for in municipal 

climate plans are important elements in the conversation about climate-preparedness. 

Municipalities have been criticized for not adequately responding to the complexities of the 

climate crisis by working with a limited conceptualization of resilience that largely discounts 

issues of socio-economic inequality, political accountability, and community participation 

(DeVerteuil and Golubchikov, 2016; Diprose, 2014; Joseph, 2013; Schmeltz et al., 2013). 

Central to critical social-ecological analyses of resilience is the understanding that “the 

discourse of managing resilience or vulnerability is subject to its own peculiar forms of politics 
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rooted in relatively narrow ecological reasoning that has impacts on who participates and how” 

(Lebel et al., 2006).  

While resilience in municipal plans is typically presented as a positive, desirable, and 

necessary attribute, a lack of critical engagement with issues of inclusion, power, and injustice 

is leading to problematic policies that further exacerbate the already uneven nature of urban 

development today (see section 1.2.1 above). Factors like gender, age, ethnicity, and 

economic status all contribute to the ability of people to rebound from stressors and respond 

to climate threats (Adger, 2006; Manyena, 2006; Fraser, Mabee and Slaymaker, 2003). In 

cities, differences in the quality of housing, access to social services, and the strength of 

existing interpersonal networks greatly influence the ability to withstand a disturbance. Angelo 

and Wachsmuth (2015), for example, argue that the urban realm is predominantly multi-scale 

but not understood as such in municipal climate plans. “As a global process”, they write, “the 

uneven ‘urban environments’ that are produced continue to be understood as discrete, 

bounded cities” (21). The result is that the city is often the only terrain of urban analysis, at the 

detriment of suburbs, informal settlements, and peri-urban areas where the majority of 

vulnerable urban populations now reside (Dierwechter, 2010; Thapa, Marshall, and Stagi, 

2010).   

This limited view of social-ecological systems has far-ranging implications for urban 

resilience plans. For example, by restricting their analysis to in-city operations only, 

municipalities fail to take into account the embeddedness of cities in global processes of 

production and consumption that determine their ecological footprint (Wachsmuth, Cohen and 

Angelo, 2016). Similarly, local managers may have influence within city boundaries, but “their 

systems can be strongly affected by factors at multiple scales and at long distances” (Tyler 

and Moench, 2012: 313).  Their climate plans may therefore present unrealistic targets and/or 

weaken local governance mechanisms by not accounting for the influence of outside 

structures and agents. Indeed, the strength of local institutions is an important determinant of 

resilience. As Tyler and Moench (2012) argue, resilience is high when there are high-capacity 

agents who are enabled by supportive institutions. This means that “the role of local 

governments and of community organizations is crucial” (315) because of the influence they 

exert over the planning of interventions, prevention strategies, and response services. But this 

role cannot be enhanced if there is a limited or contradictory understanding of the urban 

system as a whole.  

This is not only a matter of scale, but also of diversity. Without the equitable inclusion 

of those most at risk (and most affected) by climate change, municipalities risk locking in 



 
 

 

12 
 

patterns of maladaptive behaviour that make cities and their residents more, not less, 

vulnerable to the climate crisis (Cote and Nightingale, 2012). This means that social learning 

should be a central element in resilience planning, starting with the voices and experiences of 

a city’s most vulnerable groups (Biagini et al., 2014; Manyena, 2006; Smit and Wandel, 2006), 

and continuing with a critical exploration of the process through which the political spaces of 

urban climate politics come to be configured and contested. How, discursively and 

institutionally, does the climate crisis become an issue? What are the ties between low-carbon 

economies and economic restructuring? What does a ‘climate smart’ or ‘resilient city’ 

discourse do for the political work of governing the city?  

The next section unpacks some of these critiques by providing an overview of 

vulnerability as discussed both in ecological and critical social-ecological literatures.   

 

1.2.3 Vulnerability  

 

Smit et al. (2000: 238) define vulnerability as the ‘‘degree to which a system is 

susceptible to injury, damage, or harm”. In the context of urban resilience, the concept is 

largely thought to be an intrinsic reflection of the predisposition of a community to be affected 

by “a dangerous physical phenomenon of natural or anthropogenic origin” (Manyena, 2006: 

442). This susceptibility is the result of three key parameters: exposure to a stressor, a 

system’s sensitivity to it, and its adaptive capacity in responding to the disturbance. Exposure 

is the “nature and degree to which a system experiences environmental or socio-political 

stress” (Adger, 2006: 270). Sensitivity is the degree to which a system is modified or affected 

by this exposure, while adaptive capacity refers to the system’s ability to make changes in 

order to reduce overall vulnerability (ibid.).   

Vulnerability is an important element in the conversation about resilience, and it is a 

concept frequently discussed in municipal climate plans. In this context, a widely adopted view 

of vulnerability places the concept in an inverse relationship with resilience, where low 

resilience is believed to result in a higher degree of vulnerability and vice versa (Gallopín, 

2006). The overwhelming majority of municipal governments frame their climate action plans 

around this reading of vulnerability. As I discuss primarily in manuscript 3, foundational to their 

approach is the belief that lowering exposure to natural hazards by fortifying the built 

environment increases the resilience of a city as a whole, thus making it less vulnerable to the 

adverse impacts of climate change. 
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 As Tyler and Moench (2012: 317) warn, however, while vulnerability and resilience 

research share common elements of interest, the terms are used widely across several 

disciplines and fields “with little consistency or consensus on definition”. The relationship 

between the two is still unclear and, as Watts and Bohle (1993: 45) argue, “does not rest on a 

well-developed theory; neither is it associated with widely accepted indicators or 

measurements”. For example, Manyena (2006: 439) asks, “is resilience the opposite of 

vulnerability? Is resilience a factor of vulnerability? Or is it the other way around?” In part, 

these differences may be explained by the terms’ differing origin in the literature: “resilience 

has emerged from a positivist biophysical scientific perspective, while vulnerability has been 

described mainly from a constructivist social science and political ecology framework” (Tyler 

and Moench, 2012: 317).  

For some, limiting the definition of vulnerability to exposure to ecological hazards has 

resulted in the rise of technocratic adaptation proposals that are consistent with the 

“entrepreneurial paradigm in spatial development” (MacLeod, 2011: 2632) of neoliberal actors.  

As I discuss in manuscripts 2 and 3, the narrow conceptualization of vulnerability as a primarily 

ecological matter limits the focus of municipal interventions in ways that, at best, reduce “the 

vulnerability of those best able to mobilize resources, rather than the most vulnerable” (Adger, 

2006: 277).   

 In this sense, critical scholarship on vulnerability has been instrumental in bringing a 

nuanced and interdisciplinary look at the way resilience is planned for in cities, insisting that 

“vulnerability to environmental change does not exist in isolation from the wider political 

economy of resource use. Vulnerability is driven by inadvertent or deliberate human action 

that reinforces self-interest and the distribution of power in addition to interacting with physical 

and ecological systems” (Adger, 2006: 270). For this reason, scholars have argued that 

vulnerability must be conceived of not only in relation to exposure to climate hazards but also 

to the pre-existing “social frailties” (Manyena, 2006: 436) that influence a community’s 

adaptive capacity. These pre-existing conditions are fundamental to the ability of a community 

or place to absorb shocks, self-organize in the face of a disturbance, and adapt to it. Poverty, 

gender, ethnicity and age are examples of factors that have been found to contribute to the 

differential vulnerability of urban communities to climate hazards, particularly through 

differences in access to housing, response services, and social networks that shape and 

constrain the resilience of social systems (DeCandia and Guarino, 2015; Hoffman and 

Kruczek, 2011; Norris et al., 2008). This last point finds resonance in the work of scholars in 

the fields of community psychology as well as activists in the healing justice movement, whose 
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analysis is centered around a ‘bioecological’ view of vulnerability and resilience (Cox et al., 

2017; Berzoff, 2011; Melchert; 2015; Engel, 1977).  

The ‘ecological turn’ of community psychology (Harvey, 1996) emphasizes the 

interdependence of individuals and the communities to which they belong. Central to this 

school of thought is the belief that the flow of resources and services within a community can 

either hinder or enhance the safety and wellbeing of an individual, leading to systemic 

outcomes that are either adaptive––that is, health-promoting––or maladaptive––that is, 

health-impeding (Harvey, 1996: 5). The field’s ‘ecological analogy’ (Kelly, 1986; Trickett, 1984) 

is especially useful in the context of urban resilience to climate change because of its broad 

understanding of what constitutes an ecological threat. Here, it is not strictly an environmental 

hazard that is seen as a disturbance, but any political, socio-economic or relational factor that 

might weaken the ability of human communities to foster health and resilience among their 

members (Chavez-Diaz and Lee, 2015; Ginwright, 2015; Prilleltensky, 2008).  

The healing justice movement shares this ecological reading of threats and uses it to 

connect the dots between social injustice and wellbeing (Tironi and Rodríguez-Giralt, 2017; 

Walker, 2008). The movement aims to legitimize the health needs and experiences of 

vulnerable populations by advocating for the allocation of resources and the provision of 

services that can restore health while creating systems change to tackle the root causes of 

maladaptive behaviours (Southwick et al., 2014). Applied to the municipal context, this 

ecological view brings to life the ways in which successfully responding to a climate 

disturbance means taking into account not only economic priorities, but also the physical, 

psychological, and social determinants that promote positive adaptation (an intervention 

model known as the ‘biopsychosocial’ approach which I discuss in greater detail in manuscript 

3).  

Scholars of social resilience similarly agree that any meaningful policy intervention 

must be able to identify the mechanisms contributing to a community’s (pre-existing) 

vulnerabilities and intervene to reduce the causes of social––not just ecological––vulnerability. 

Adger (2006), for example, frames vulnerability reduction as a form of “rights-based justice” 

(277) where access to a safe environment is recognized as a universal human right.  At the 

international level, the notion of ‘fair adaptation’ to climate change has gained traction in 

multilateral climate negotiations, particularly within the Climate Change Convention, where 

mechanisms such as the National Adaptation Plans of Action (NAPAs) are discussed. These 

plans propose strategies that aim to reduce the vulnerability of the world’s most vulnerable 

populations, making provisions for the allocation of funds to (on paper) ensure that the voices 
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and priorities of vulnerable communities “are reflected in decisions taken at the international 

level” (ibid.).   

To this end, the formal introduction of participatory vulnerability assessments in the 

environmental governance process has been recognized as a crucial strategy to bring the 

voice of the most vulnerable and marginalized populations to the table (Wilk et al., 2018; 

Pringle and Conway, 2012;  Krishnamurthy, Fisher and Johnson, 2011; Adger, 2003). In the 

fields of disaster risk reduction and public health, for example, participatory vulnerability 

assessments are recognized as key part of adaptation planning (Pfefferbaum, Pfefferbaum, 

and Van Horn, 2015; van Aalst, Cannon and Burton, 2008; Allen, 2006). These types of plans 

contribute to a more accurate and well-rounded understanding of the conditions that could 

mitigate vulnerability, and they also help identify sub-populations that are most exposed to 

risk. Vulnerability assessments provide the evidence and build the political will necessary to 

design, fund, and implement adaptive measures that reduce the costs of interventions and 

responses.  

Despite the strategies mentioned above, however, municipal governments continue to 

struggle to include a well-rounded definition of vulnerability in their climate plans, and 

participatory vulnerability assessments rarely inform the scope of their interventions. As I 

discuss in Chapter 5, these plans also do not employ an ecological or biopyschosocial 

approach to resilience planning. For example, there is scarce acknowledgment in municipal 

climate plans that climate change is likely to fracture existing social networks and strain 

interpersonal ties, whether due to displacement (especially for already marginalized 

communities) or experiences of distress such as trauma, grief, and overwhelm that frequently 

accompany a climate disruption (Bourque and Cunsolo Willox, 2014; Cheng and Berry, 2013; 

Berry, Bowen, and Kjellstrom, 2010; APA, 2009).  Incorporating an interdisciplinary and 

intersectional (Kaijser and Kronsell, 2014) understanding of vulnerability could, on the other 

hand, lead to improved outcomes for those who are most at risk.  

Similarly, legitimizing bottom-up approaches to resilience planning could contribute to 

what Massey (2004) refers to as a ‘local politics that goes beyond the local’––that is, one that 

fosters networks of place-based interdependence and creates zones of everyday resistance 

that demand and facilitate more equitable outcomes.  Climate impacts are expected to 

intensify patterns of vulnerability and injustice and amplify existing socio-economic inequalities 

in marginalized communities (Clayton et al., 2017). For this reason, environmental justice must 

be directly addressed and taken into account in the formulation of resilience plans, as the ways 
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in which risks and responsibilities are accounted for in policy design directly influence the 

resilience of residents (Bulkeley, 2015).  

Reflecting on the experience of disasters such as Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans, 

Scholsberg and Collins (2014) point to the ways in which climatic events that bring the deep 

inequalities in the distribution of environmental risk into mainstream consciousness can double 

as pivotal opportunities for mobilizing, strengthening, and accelerating a counter-narrative of 

climate justice. Indeed, the climate organizing that has emerged after Katrina thinks not only 

in terms of human and ecological vulnerability but sees the environment itself as a “necessary 

condition for the achievement of social justice” (363). Linking demands for climate justice to 

an intersectional reading of vulnerability could therefore transform the meaning of resilience 

from an “insistence on simply adjusting to the new reality of vulnerability” to a means to 

“address a broad range of issues of social justice more generally” (ibid.: 368).   

 

 

1.3 Research Aims and Objectives   

 

Broadly speaking, the aim of my research is to explore how local municipal 

governments have organized to respond to the threats of climate change through the creation 

of official climate plans. In particular, I seek to understand the role that these plans play in 

advancing a shared narrative of ‘mainstream resilience’: how this narrative is exported 

internationally, and how its values are informing the ways in which resilience is being framed 

and operationalized on the ground. From this vantage point, I investigate how a mainstream 

reading of resilience accounts for the needs and values of local residents, with special 

emphasis placed on issues of vulnerability and (social, climate, and healing) justice.   

 

Consistent with these aims, I pursue three objectives: 

 

Objective 1 – To describe the rise of urban resilience planning as a global phenomenon, and 

identify the values and goals that are informing the framing of official climate plans at the local 

level; 

 

Objective 2 – To analyze discourses of urban resilience to climate change, and understand 
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how resilience is defined in municipal climate plans in order to justify policy priorities and 

interventions on the ground. 

 

Objective 3 – To compare ‘mainstream’ narratives of resilience to grassroots approaches to 

resilience-building, particularly considering how a healing justice and trauma-informed 

approach might improve resilience outcomes for vulnerable populations.   

 

1.4 Outline of the Dissertation and Study Limitations  

 

This dissertation is organized in a manuscript style with 6 distinct chapters. In Chapter 

2 (Methodology), I introduce my study sites––New York City and Copenhagen––and provide 

an overview of my research process and design. In discussing my methodological approach, 

I situate my work within the broad spectrum of community-engaged scholarship that seeks to 

facilitate “the pursuit of practical solutions to issues of pressing concern to people, and more 

generally the flourishing of individual persons and their communities” (Reason and Bradbury, 

2001: 1).    

In manuscript one (Chapter 3), I address the first research objective by documenting 

the rise of urban resilience planning as a global phenomenon. I explore the ‘neoliberal turn’ of 

urban climate governance by identifying the values and goals that inform the framing of official 

climate plans at the local level. Special emphasis is placed on the subtle yet pervasive 

influence of what McCann (2017: 4) terms “definitional power”––that is, a narrative form of 

power that institutions use in order to pre-emptively frame important concepts with the goal of 

advancing a beneficial agenda. In the case of urban climate resilience, this form of power is 

deployed through official narratives that open up profitable new market opportunities, allowing 

cities to pursue continued economic growth while presenting their programs as necessary and 

desirable interventions in the face of a changing climate. Drawing on the insights of key 

informants, I outline how official resilience narratives are marketed for export, contrasting their 

international success with the ways they are perceived by residents on the ground. In light of 

the tensions between public-facing messaging and local perceptions uncovered by this 

process, manuscript 1 concludes by arguing that resilience efforts should be placed within 

existing institutional systems where issues of power, equity, and accountability are treated as 

integral to the democratic process itself.   
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Consistent with objective number two, my second manuscript (Chapter 4) analyzes the 

discourse of urban resilience in greater detail, particularly how the term is defined and invoked 

by municipalities in order to justify policy priorities and local interventions.  I argue that the rise 

of a global mainstream resilience narrative advances a strategically simplified concept of 

vulnerability that is being exploited to open up lucrative new opportunities for profit and 

partnership-building. I discuss three ways in which mainstream resilience is currently masking, 

if not exacerbating, the vulnerability of residents in New York City and Copenhagen. I begin 

by exploring how a technocratic orientation to community engagement is affecting local 

perceptions of participatory processes such as planning consultations and visioning exercises. 

Next, I investigate how the pursuit of a reputation for eco-innovation is creating tensions 

between official and place-based experiences of resilience. Lastly, I discuss some of the ways 

in which simplistic understandings of vulnerability lead to adverse outcomes––such as eco-

gentrification and displacement––that are making communities more, not less, vulnerable to 

climate change. I conclude by arguing that the meaningful integration of diverse perspectives 

and values is integral to the process of creating a critical (counter-)narrative of resilience.   

In my third manuscript (Chapter 5), I investigate how mainstream narratives compare 

to grassroots approaches to resilience-building, using trauma-informed (Reeves, 20015) and 

healing justice perspectives to inform my analysis. Together, the two approaches are 

particularly promising because they articulate a vision of resilience that is integrative, 

challenging the neoliberal values currently underpinning mainstream resilience planning in 

three key ways: firstly, by acknowledging that exposure to climate hazards has significant 

repercussions not only on urban infrastructure but also on people; secondly, by addressing 

physical and mental health needs as interconnected, not separate, aspects of adequate 

climate response; and, lastly, by committing to interventions that deliberately promote equity 

and wellbeing as the primary outcomes of healthy adaptation. For this reason, I argue that 

municipal governments must expand the mandate of their climate interventions to include a 

robust mental health component to their resilience plans.  Guided by the insights of key 

informants and workshop participants in New York City and Copenhagen, I call for the 

‘resourcing’ of resilience through the provision of attuned services and policies designed to 

simultaneously address climate and social vulnerability.   

In chapter 6 (Conclusion), I provide a synopsis of the research and break down its key 

contributions by themes such as vulnerability, community participation, mental health, trauma, 

and more. I also offer some thoughts on future research directions––particularly in relation to 

integrative resilience and healing justice, since a limitation of this study was that the focus on 

trauma emerged as a research direction after the field seasons had already concluded (see 
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Section 2.3.3 for more). While themes of trauma, collective care, and healing emerged 

organically from my exchanges with key informants and workshop participants, a more in-

depth and explicit focus on the trauma and mental health dimensions of climate resilience 

would have no doubt generated even richer and more compelling insights to guide the 

formulation of ‘integrative resilience’ as an overarching contribution.   
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2. Methodology   
 

2.1 Study Sites  

 

While urban resilience planning is a phenomenon of global relevance, this research 

focuses on the strategies of New York City and Copenhagen in light of their niche status as 

‘trend-setting’ cities and for their long-standing commitment to combating climate change (see 

sections 2.1.1 and 2.1.2 below).  On the surface, the cities’ approach to climate action may 

appear distinct: New York City has invested significant cultural capital in portraying itself as 

“tough” (PlaNYC, 2013) in the face of climate-induced natural disasters, while Copenhagen 

has adopted a softer, climate-friendly stance and takes pride in providing “inspiration for the 

rest of the world” (City of Copenhagen, 2016).  Certainly, the two cities are also distinct in 

terms of size, demographics, culture, politics, and history.  With its social democratic 

orientation, the Danish welfare model is praised internationally for its free education and 

universal healthcare models, as well as for its success in reducing social inequalities and 

improving work-life balance. The governance and financing structures of the two cities are 

therefore quite distinct. Despite these outward differences, however, both have long been 

pioneers of green growth exports and have cultivated an enviable reputation for climate 

leadership through participation in design challenges, technocratic consulting, and persuasive 

international messaging. As a result, they now exert a considerable amount of influence over 

discursive framings of resilience, as well as being repeatedly cited and celebrated for their 

local best practices (McCann, 2017). Both also enjoy the support of a majority of ecologically 

motivated residents, even if nationally their municipal governments are competing with 

diverging interests and differing levels of political and institutional commitment to the climate 

cause. Lastly, the two cities share a history of knowledge-sharing, which was recently 

formalized through a three-year collaboration agreement (Gjedde, 2016).  

What makes these two cities particularly interesting to study, however, is their direct 

experience with the climate crisis, experience that in many ways foreshadows that of a growing 

number of municipalities around the world. In 2012, New York City was hit by a devastating 

hurricane whose impacts are still very much present in the public’s consciousness today. This 

makes the city one of the first in the world––certainly in the Western world––to experience 

such large-scale, climate-related devastation up close. As a result, the damage caused by 

Hurricane Sandy now informs many of the strategies and mechanisms outlined in PlaNYC, 

the city’s official climate action plan. Copenhagen, on the other hand, has not experienced a 

natural disaster of the same magnitude, yet an extreme rain event that occurred in 2011 was 
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pivotal in galvanizing public opinion and accelerating municipal resilience planning. Following 

insurance claims that totaled more than 800 million Euro (Madsena, Mikkelsena and Blok, 

2019), that same year the municipal government released its first city-wide climate adaptation 

plan, directly acknowledging the increased frequency of cloud bursts and ‘100-year events’ as 

part of Copenhagen’s new normal. Indeed, the development of Klimakvarter––Copenhagen’s 

flagship project marketed internationally as the city’s first ‘climate-adapted neighbourhood’ 

(City of Copenhagen, 2016)––is in large part a response to the threat that heavy rains pose 

to the city’s future. Here, what puts Copenhagen in an interesting and somewhat unique 

position is the fact that Klimakvarter is a demonstration site that is largely fully operational. It 

is not an announcement of a future unveiling, but a concrete project that is now part of the 

city’s landscape. A dedicated focus on New York City and Copenhagen therefore provides 

fertile ground for evaluating the reach and comprehensiveness of the cities’ resilience 

frameworks. It also presents an exciting and timely opportunity to discuss their impact on the 

ground as based on lived experience rather than through hypothetical scenarios or anticipated 

projections as is typical of most other municipal climate interventions so far.   

In addition to the features described above, the case study sites were also selected in 

light of my pre-existing experience in these cities, both having been the site of previous 

graduate research and professional work spanning over a decade. This personal history was 

instrumental in facilitating my integration as a researcher-outsider (see Section 2.2 below), 

and provided a stronger context from which to understand local community experiences and 

dynamics.   

The rest of this section provides a brief overview of each city’s involvement in resilience 

planning, highlighting key features and milestones of their efforts to date.  
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2.1.1 Copenhagen   

 

 

Figure 1: Map of Denmark and Copenhagen  
Image credit: Google Maps 

 

Copenhagen is a city of just under a million people (excluding the metropolitan area) 

located on the Eastern coast of the island of Zealand, with another small portion of the city 

located on the island of Amager. The City overlooks the strait of Øresund, which connects it 

to Sweden through the Øresund bridge. As the capital of Denmark, Copenhagen is the 

country’s most populous city, as well as its cultural and economic center.   

For over a decade, Copenhagen has been recognized as one of the world’s most 

climate-friendly cities. In 2009, the city hosted COP15, the fifteenth Conference of the Parties, 

which saw international delegates attend the United Nations Framework Convention on 

Climate Change (UNFCCC) to negotiate a deal that could guide the international community 

beyond the terms of the Kyoto Protocol. While COP15 ultimately failed to reach a legally 

binding agreement on emissions reduction, hosting the event raised Copenhagen’s profile 

internationally and consolidated its reputation as a climate leader. Indeed, building on the 

momentum of this event, two years later the City released its climate adaptation plan and 

announced the ambitious goal of becoming carbon neutral by 2025. Today, only eight years 

later, the City has already cut emissions by 42 percent from 2005 levels, moving away from 

fossil fuels and relying instead on wind energy and the incineration of waste to generate heat 

and electricity (Sengupta, 2019).   

In addition to these explicitly climate-friendly goals, the City has invested significantly 

in organizing and showcasing its ‘green growth’ programs. Whether for tourism or foreign 
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investment, its sustainability agenda is a prominent feature of many government webpages 

and brochures, and is a key element of the City’s international marketing of Copenhagen as 

an attractive, livable destination for the world to discover (see, for example, Visit Copenhagen, 

n.d.; Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Denmark, n.d.). In Copenhagen, international delegations 

can book ‘green study tours’ to learn about the city’s climate solutions from guides that are 

“experienced practitioners, previously involved in decision-making at the highest level in 

sustainable initiatives and Copenhagen’s development” (including in the development of the 

climate adaptation plan). The City has also launched its Solutions Lab as a means to facilitate 

partnerships with private companies and universities to demonstrate that “a green and efficient 

city comes hand in hand with growth” (Copenhagen Solutions Lab, n.d.). Lastly, as a member 

of C40, the City leads the network’s green growth unit, and was chosen to host C40’s 2019 

World Mayors Summit thanks to its reputation as “a true pioneer in creating the sustainable, 

healthy and livable cities of the future” (C40, 2019).  

 

2.1.1.2 About Klimakvarter  

 

 

Figure 2: Aerial view of Tåsinge Plads, Copenhagen  
Photo credit: Klimakvarter 

 

Klimakvarter, or “climate neighbourhood” in English, is Copenhagen’s ‘showcase for 

climate solutions’ and the city’s first self-described ‘climate-adapted neighbourhood’. The 

project opened officially in December 2014 (the same year that Copenhagen was selected by 

the European Union as European Green Capital of the year), and functions as the City’s 

primary demonstration site both locally and internationally (the project, for example, was 

showcased at the 2016 Venice Biennale). Located in the Northern neighbourhood of Østerbro, 
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Klimakvarter is made up of several sub-projects: Tåsinge Plads, Skt. Kjelds Plads, 

Bryggervangen, ‘Cloudburst Roads’, Future Green Courtyards, and the Climate Resilient 

Block. The project also supports select resident-led projects through grants and technical 

expertise.  

At all of these sites, interventions focus primarily on ‘greening’ the urban landscape 

through the planting of new trees to divert rainwater, and by narrowing the streets to prioritize 

walking over car use (this is especially the case in Tåsinge Plads and Skt. Kjelds Plads, two 

public squares in the neighbourhood). Bryggervangen is a “green corridor” connecting two 

nearby parks, Fælledparken and Kildevældsparken, intended to act as a filtration and 

detention area for rainwater. As the name suggests, Cloudburst Roads are roads that double 

as rain channels in the event of heavy downpours, designed to divert water away from the 

buildings and into the harbour through an underground cloudburst pipe. The Future Green 

Courtyards serve a similar purpose, though they focus primarily on the water that is collected 

on roofs and in courtyards (which make up a third of the neighrbourhood’s total surface area) 

and are a continuation of an existing municipal strategy of funding 10 courtyard garden 

projects a year to improve water management, biodiversity, and street life. Lastly, the Climate 

Resilient Block is a demonstration site where a new ‘green’ building façade integrates 

technical solutions for insulation and ventilation. 

 Out of these sub-projects, my analysis and site visits have focused primarily on 

Tåsinge Plads, as this particular site is the face of the project and the one that enjoys the most 

visibility and recognition.  

 

2.1.2 New York City   
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Figure 3: Map of New York State and New York City  
Image credit: Google Maps 

 

With a population of over 8 million, New York City is the most populous and dense city 

in the United States. Its metropolitan area is the largest by landmass in the world and, at 

almost 20 million people, it is considered one of the largest megacities in the world. According 

to The Economist (2011), the city is also the world’s most linguistically diverse, with as many 

as 800 languages spoken by its residents. With such staggering numbers, New York City is 

frequently referred to as the cultural, financial, and media capital of the world, exerting 

considerable influence over entertainment, fashion, art, and technology trends worldwide.   

Located at the mouth of the Hudson River, the city faces the Atlantic Ocean, which 

makes it particularly vulnerable to sea level rise and flooding. As a result, the city has been 

actively involved in climate mitigation and adaptation for over a decade. Indeed, the seeds for 

New York City’s current climate plan were planted in 2007, when then-Mayor Michael 

Bloomberg convened over 25 City agencies to formulate a vision for a ‘greener, greater New 

York’. Motivating those encounters was the need to prepare the city to receive an additional 

one million residents––all while seeking to strengthen the economy, combat climate change, 

and enhance quality of life. In 2008, the New York City Panel on Climate Change (NPCC) was 

convened for the first time, bringing together leading climate scientists, academics, and private 

sector representatives to advise the City on how to best adapt to climate change. Then, in 

2012, New York experienced the devastating effects of Hurricane Sandy, which killed 43 

people and, at the time, was the second costliest hurricane in United States history, causing 

$19 billion in damages in the city alone (PlaNYC, 2013)2. As a result of this experience, in 

2013 the Mayor released the City’s updated resilience plan, PlaNYC: A Stronger, More 

Resilient New York,  which was followed in April 2015 by an updated strategic document 

outlining policies for inclusive growth, sustainability, and resilience known as One New York: 

The Plan for a Strong and Just City, or OneNYC.  

 
2 Since then, a number of other Hurricanes have hit the coastal regions of the United States, supplanting Sandy 

in terms of costs and devastation. As of late 2019, the second costliest Hurricane in U.S. history was 2017’s 

Hurricane Harvey, which caused $125 billion in damage primarily in Texas and Louisiana. By comparison, 

Hurricane Maria, which devastated Puerto Rico and claimed almost 3000 lives, ranks as number three, with a 

cost of $90 billion. With an approximate cost of $161 billion, Hurricane Katrina continues to hold the record of 

costliest Hurricane in United States history and, with a death toll nearing 2000, is also the country’s second 

deadliest. (See: BBC, 2018; NOAA, n.d.)  
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 More recently, Mayor Bill de Blasio pledged to reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 

80% by the year 2050 to align the City with the 1.5-degree Celsius target put in place under 

the Paris Agreement.  He has also committed to investing $20 billion in adaptation measures 

(Cho, 2019). In addition to these efforts, the City has divested its pension funds from fossil 

fuels (the first major American city to do so) and has filed a legal suit against five petrochemical 

companies––including BP and Exxon Mobil––for their role in contributing to the climate crisis 

(Milman, 2018). As the headquarters of the United Nations, the city also frequently makes 

headlines for being the primary meeting ground for global climate marches and summits.   

 

2.1.2.1 About Red Hook  

 

 

Figure 4: Damage from Hurricane Sandy in Red Hook, New York City.  
Photo credit: Michael Fleshman (Creative Commons) 

 

When Hurricane Sandy made landfall, Red Hook was one of the city’s four hardest-hit 

areas (PlaNYC, 2013). As a result, the neighbourhood features prominently in my interviews 

with key informants, in workshop discussions, and in PlaNYC’s pages.   

Red Hook is located in Brooklyn. It lies on a peninsula, which makes it especially 

vulnerable to climatic events, and is isolated from the rest of the borough by the Brooklyn-

Queens Expressway. 85% of Red Hook’s residents are Black or Latino, and data indicate they 

are “more likely to be exposed to social risk factors, increased barriers to health care, and 

compounded stressors” (Schmeltz et al., 2013: 801). Indeed, the community has a 45% 

poverty rate and high levels of asthma and diabetes (ibid.). In addition, the neighbourhood is 

both a densely populated area and home to the state’s second largest public housing complex. 

As a residential area, Red Hook is primarily comprised of small businesses, churches, primary 
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schools, and houses, though it was recently chosen as the location of big retail stores such as 

IKEA and Fairway Market. For this reason, the neighbourhood had already been attracting 

media attention before Sandy for being the target of a new wave of gentrification in the city 

(Berner, 2018).   

When the Hurricane made landfall on October 2012, Red Hook suffered severe 

disruptions: residents were left with no heat and electricity for 17 days, and without running 

water for 11 (Schmeltz et al., 2013).  Major disaster plans in place at the time did not address 

“extensive and long-lasting power outages and subsequent lack of key services” (ibid.: 800) 

such as those the community experienced. As a result, and in response to its geographic 

isolation, Red Hook’s community members organized to coordinate community-led disaster 

relief efforts. One initiative among many, Red Hook Wifi3, saw the creation of a community-

based, solar powered, free wireless internet network for residents to carry out emergency 

management operations and ensure ongoing communications outside of the neighbourhood 

(Cohen, 2014). The  network exists to this day, and the community continues to be celebrated 

for its organizing years after Sandy (Brook, 2014), though in many ways its experience serves 

as a cautionary tale for the dangers of inadequate institutional response (Feuer, 2012)––and 

an example of the importance of local community involvement in all stages of resilience 

planning.  

 

  

2.2 Methodological Approach  

 

According to Lesen et al. (2019: 1), “the intertwined social and environmental 

challenges facing communities across the globe create a pressing need for place-based, use-

inspired, policy-relevant research about disasters and environmental change”. In order to meet 

this need, they call on academics to critically scrutinize their practices to incorporate 

“collaborative problem-solving, co-production of knowledge, democratic public participation, 

and ethical, equitable researcher-community partnerships into their methodologies”. Over the 

last several decades, research approaches promoting the principles of participation, 

collaboration, and empowerment have emerged as frameworks through which to challenge 

positivist and top-down traditions of knowledge generation (Kindon, Pain, and Kesby, 2010;  

Chambers, 2007; Delemos, 2006; Dick, 2004; Chandler and Torbert, 2003; Freire, 2000; 

 
3 For more, see: https://redhookwifi.org/ 

https://redhookwifi.org/
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Gatenby and Humphries, 2000; hooks, 1994; Hall, 1992; Brown and Tandon, 1983; Lewin, 

1939).    

Community-based participatory research (CBPR), collaborative community-engaged 

scholarship (CCES), and participatory action research (PAR) are labels that are often used 

interchangeably to describe methodological approaches that aim to support the 

democratization of knowledge and decision-making. Central to these frameworks is a 

commitment to bridging research (theory) and activism (practice) in order to challenge unequal 

power relationships that reinforce “traditional restrictions on knowledge construction” 

(Abraham and Purkayastha, 2012: 125).   

Overall, my values are closely aligned with those of participatory scholars.  I identify 

with Strand et al. (2003: 8)’s definition of community-engaged scholarship as a collaborative 

enterprise between academic researchers and community members that validates multiple 

sources of knowledge, and promotes the use of multiple methods of discovery and 

dissemination in order to support action for the purpose of achieving social justice.  At the 

same time, I describe my research approach as ‘community-placed’ (Minkler, 2004: 686)   

because my project unfolded in two distinct communities, located in two continents, and for 

this reason research participants were not involved in every stage of this project’s design and 

execution as is typical of traditional community-engaged projects.     

While typically a distinguishing feature of participatory research is the involvement of 

the community in the identification of a research question, research that upholds participatory 

values may still successfully take place if an outsider approaches the community with integrity 

and is transparent about power and intent.  Minkler (2004: 688), for example, builds on 

Stoecker’s reflections of insider/outsider community relationships to note “that the ‘initiator’ is 

one of several roles outside academics usefully can play” in this process. She continues by 

citing Peter Reason to point out how many participatory projects “paradoxically...would not 

occur without the initiative of someone with time, skill, and commitment, someone who will 

almost inevitably be a member of a privileged and educated group”.   

This point is especially relevant in the context of an investigation of local perceptions 

and experiences of resilience planning in cities. Communities that have been affected by a 

major climatic event and/or who are experiencing increased vulnerability may not be in a 

position––materially or otherwise––to dedicate resources to instigating a research project. 

They may, however, be uniquely positioned to partner with outsiders to “participate in a 

learning experience that expands their understanding of their own social environments, 

allowing them to add layered insights to action processes and implementations” (Hardy et al., 



 
 

 

41 
 

2016: 593). Indeed, an integral part of participatory research is to “benefit the local community 

by providing new information on a topic of concern, increasing human resources, and including 

action to help redress the problem” (Minkler, 2004: 689).  

As an outsider whose work is community-placed, I see my role as that of an initiator 

and connector, bringing together diverse community representatives and stakeholders in order 

to facilitate dialogue and collaboration. My goal is to provide access to new forms of knowledge 

that can support communities in their efforts to challenge, resist, and re-define dominant 

understandings of resilience. It is equally to bring less visible forms of knowledge to the table 

so to validate the voices and experiences of community members, a grassroots perspective 

that is often dismissed for being too subjective or for not conforming with traditional ideas of 

expertise. Here, my aim is to bridge theory and action by providing entry points for the 

translation of this knowledge into activism and more responsible policymaking.  

In keeping with participatory traditions, I believe that knowledge is political, and that 

knowledge hierarchies are key contributors to social hierarchies (Abraham and Purkayastha, 

2012: 129). I agree with Lather (1991: 50-51) that an emancipatory approach to research must 

recognize that societies are not just and must therefore be committed to critiquing the status 

quo and contributing to equitable outcomes. Indeed, participatory research frameworks reject 

the notion that knowledge generation “can or should be apolitical and value free” (Brydon-

Miller, 1997: 660). The goal is not to unearth an objective and universal truth that can be 

generalized across cases and contexts, but rather to ground the research process in the 

understanding that “the information gathered is not assumed to be independent of the time, 

place, and people” (Abraham and Purkayastha, 2012: 126) that are met in a particular site of 

study. Specific situations are instead used as the starting point for an investigation of whose 

knowledge matters, how different types of knowledge are represented, and “whose knowledge 

is institutionalized in ways that lead to the present inequalities” (ibid.: 129). For this reason, 

action researchers must always consider who is participating, in what, and for whose benefit.  

As a concept with multiple, context-dependent meanings (Lesen et al., 2019), my 

research on resilience seeks to unpack how traditional forms of power play a role in creating 

‘official’ discourses of climate resilience. My aim is to challenge the status quo by shining a 

light on the ways in which ‘mainstream’ narratives impact the lives of communities on the 

ground––particularly those of vulnerable groups––by legitimizing certain needs and interests 

over those of others. I believe it is important to  interrogate the meaning and use that is made 

of concepts such as ‘vulnerability’ and ‘resilience’––especially when defined from above––so 

to facilitate “the pursuit of practical solutions to issues of pressing concern to people, and more 
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generally the flourishing of individual persons and their communities” (Reason and Bradbury, 

2001: 1). 

To this end, I employ an interdisciplinary approach that is grounded in mixed methods 

such as key informant interviews and participatory workshops to unearth in-depth discursive 

understandings of urban resilience planning as well as contextual understandings of 

participation in processes of urban climate governance. A key part of my work is to contrast 

official narratives with emerging approaches to resilience-building that originate from local and 

activist communities, reflecting “an inherent belief in the ability of people to accurately assess 

their strengths and needs, and their right to act upon them” (Minkler, 2004: 684).   

The next section describes my research process in greater detail and provides a 

breakdown of my methodological approach to the study of urban resilience planning.   

 

2.3 Research Design   

 

2.3.1. First Stage: Desk Research and Fieldwork Preparation  

 

From April to December of 2014, I conducted a preliminary review of publicly available 

municipal literature on the topic of urban resilience planning. In particular, I familiarized myself 

with the official climate plans of New York City (2013) and Copenhagen (2011) to gain an early 

understanding of themes emerging from their messaging. During this time, I also reviewed the 

municipalities’ companion reports to the climate plans, as well as their online and social media 

communications. This step allowed me to learn more about the local context within which the 

climate plans were being introduced to the public. To gain a better sense of how the plans 

were being received locally and internationally, I tracked English-language media discussing 

Copenhagen and New York City’s climate strategies, including literature by and for 

transnational municipal networks (TMNs) such as C40 and 100 Resilient Cities that directly 

referenced the two cities. Lastly, I consulted the official climate plans of eight other 

municipalities in Europe and North America to better locate Copenhagen and New York City’s 

efforts within the broader context of municipal resilience planning4. This review allowed me to 

assess the comprehensiveness of my case studies’ plans when contrasted with those of 

 
4 The cities were: London; Paris; Stockholm; and Rotterdam in Europe; and San Francisco; Vancouver; Portland, 

and Toronto in North America. 
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comparable cities. This exercise was especially helpful in highlighting shared narrative themes 

and patterns emerging from the plans as a body of literature.   

Aided by the outputs above, during this time I also researched local representatives 

who might share their insights with me as key informants. McKenna and Main (2013) suggest 

that when selecting key informants it is important to reflect on whether these individuals hold 

formal status in the community, particularly whether: they have knowledge relevant to the 

study; are willing to share this knowledge; can communicate well; and can be unbiased or able 

to reflect upon their own biases. The same criteria guided my selection of participants, all the 

while remembering Bernard’s (1995a) distinction that key informants may act as ‘priority-

setters’ who have insider knowledge about a particular area but who may not necessarily 

speak on behalf of an entire community. In this sense, key informants were chosen “for their 

competence rather than just for their representativeness”, and for their ability to help me 

“recognize, understand and facilitate access to knowledge about community wants and needs” 

(McKenna and Main’s 2013: 118). The selection of key informants continued in the field, where 

I relied on snowball sampling to identify additional participants by actively engaging community 

members in the identification and recruitment of other potential research participants.  

In the next section, I describe the interview process in greater detail and provide an 

overview of my fieldwork in New York City and Copenhagen.  

 

2.3.2 Second Stage: New York City and Copenhagen Field Seasons  

 

In 2015, I spent the months of January and February in New York City, and the months 

of April, May and early June in Copenhagen. During this time, I conducted key informant 

interviews, organized a public workshop in each city, and completed site visits to locations of 

interest for this research.  English was the lingua franca for all of these activities.  

 

2.3.2.1 Site Visits and Community Placement  

 

During my time in New York City, I was a guest of the New School’s Lang College of 

Liberal Arts, where I was invited to deliver two lectures to students of the Urban Studies 

Department. I also had additional office space at the Centre for Social Innovation in 

Manhattan. For my research in Copenhagen, I was based in Malmö, Sweden, where I was a 
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Visiting Scholar at the University of Malmö. I had an office in the Department of Urban Studies, 

and similarly delivered two guest lectures for the Faculty of Culture and Society. During my 

stay, I also conducted site visits to learn more about the local context. In New York City, I 

visited Red Hook and lower Manhattan, two of the four neighbourhoods hardest hit by 

Hurricane Sandy. In Copenhagen, I visited Klimakvarter, the city’s first ‘climate-adapted 

neighbourhood’, focusing primarily on Tåsinge Plads. I returned to both sites during a short 

follow-up visit in 2016, and to Tåsinge Plads again in the summer of 2019.   

 

 

2.3.2.2 Key Informant Interviews   

 

A total of fourteen key informants were interviewed as part of my research: eight in 

New York City, and six in Copenhagen. Key informants were contacted by email and invited 

to participate in a semi-structured interview, conducted in a conversational format, lasting 

approximately one hour. Interviews took place in person, with the exception of two that were 

completed via Skype due to a time conflict in the participants’ schedules. In both cities, I 

attempted to contact Chief Resilience Officers, Chief Planners, and municipal employees 

involved in the design and implementation of the official climate plans, but they did not make 

themselves available for an interview. However, several key informants I spoke to had direct 

experience working with and for local government in official capacities such as employee, 

consultant, and thematic expert.   

In Copenhagen, I spoke with a municipal employee closely involved in the 

management of the City’s flagship Klimakvarter, as well as with a civic engagement consultant 

involved in the roll-out of several municipal sustainability projects. My research also benefitted 

from the insights of two thematic experts who worked as municipal consultants on stakeholder 

engagement in the areas of sustainable transportation planning and renewable energy. In New 

York City, I spoke with key informants with direct experience working for local government.  

They included a former municipal employee, an Associate Professor specializing in the 

delivery of civic engagement and service design projects for the City, as well as a public space 

advocate formerly involved in placemaking projects.  

I also benefitted from the perspective of civil society representatives. In Copenhagen, 

I spoke to a member of Transition Denmark––the local chapter of the global Transition Town 

movement––as well as with the co-organizer of KlimaForum, the People’s Assembly that took 
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place during Copenhagen’s 2009 UN Conference of the Parties. At the time of our interview, 

this key informant was overseeing the launch of a nation-wide organization devoted to 

transitioning the country to a regenerative economy model, working closely with national and 

local governments, trade union representatives, and other key economic players in pursuit of 

this objective. In New York City, civil society representatives included two employees of 

philanthropic organizations involved in the funding of sustainability initiatives: the Associate 

Director of a prestigious Foundation managing a global network of ‘resilient cities’, and the 

Director of Programs of a citizens’ Foundation. I also spoke to a volunteer active in post-Sandy 

recovery efforts, as well as a member of Ready Red Hook, and a member of Solidarity NYC, 

a civil society group advocating for a shift to cooperative economies. Lastly, I spoke with a 

Professor of Journalism specializing in coverage of New York City’s environmental politics.  

As background research, I also conducted one-on-one interviews with a co-founder of 

350.org, an international grassroots climate action network, as well as with a high-level 

member of the New York City Panel on Climate Change (NPCC). Though their voices are 

ultimately not featured in my analysis, they were nevertheless helpful in grounding my 

understanding of resilience planning.   

 

2.3.2.3 Public Workshops  

 

In each city, I conducted a public workshop titled Exploring Creative Community 

Resilience: Emerging Practices and Local Voices.  As the title suggests, the aim of the event 

was to collaboratively unpack and explore local understandings of resilience in collaboration 

with residents and other stakeholders. The term ‘creative community’ (Manzini, 2014; Meroni, 

2007) is a reference to the global movement for civic innovation that has emerged over the 

past decade in cities around the world, where residents join forces with local institutions and 

other civil society organizations to co-create place-based solutions to ongoing needs and 

problems.  

The workshops were especially useful in exploring the convergence and divergence 

between official and grassroots visions of resilience. The format was conceived as a means 

of conducting narrative inquiry, that is, “the study of experience understood narratively” 

(Lessard et al., 2018: 194). With narrative inquiry the focus is not only on individuals’ 

experience but also on the “social, cultural, and institutional narratives within which individuals’ 

experiences are constituted, shaped, expressed, and enacted” (ibid.). The participatory nature 
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of the workshop made space for the “sociality” of personal conditions––that is, the feelings, 

hopes, desires, aesthetic reactions and moral dispositions of participants (ibid.)––to contribute 

to an exploration of personal and collective experiences of local resilience planning in New 

York City and Copenhagen. These experiences are “storied both in the living and telling” and 

can be studied “by listening, observing, living alongside one another and writing and 

interpreting texts” (ibid.: 194). What follows is an overview of the workshops’ key features.  

 

Attendees:    

The first workshop took place on February 24th, 2015 in New York City, while the 

second one was held on June 2nd, 2015 in Copenhagen. Each workshop lasted three hours 

and was attended by about 70 participants. In the context of participatory research, Green and 

Minkler (2004) make a case for broadening participation to include a variety of stakeholders 

rather than strictly community members. While targeted invitations were sent out to 

participants with direct expertise in resilience planning and community organizing, the 

workshop was deliberately kept open to the public to provide an opportunity for other 

participants to self-identify as belonging to this discussion. It was important to me not to define 

the terms ‘community’ and ‘resilience’ from the outside, but to have them be ‘owned’ and co-

defined by attendees during the course of the workshop. As a result, attendees ranged from 

UN and municipal employees, to community organizers, local residents, environmental justice 

activists, disaster recovery volunteers, newcomers to the city, social entrepreneurs, 

representatives from non-profit organizations, academics, artists, social service designers, 

journalists, and more. It is their perspectives that emerged during the course of our group 

activities and discussions. Additionally, in both cities, students from a local University course 

attended the workshop with their instructors, volunteering as note-takers for our breakout 

groups. The result was a rich diversity of experiences and perspectives that made for a 

dynamic and stimulating exchange.   
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Venue:  

 

Figure 5: Dome of Visions, Copenhagen 
Photo credit: Chiara Camponeschi 

 

The venues where the workshops were held were deliberately chosen to support the 

spirit and format of the event. In New York City, the workshop was held at the Parsons Design 

for Social Innovation and Sustainability (DESIS) Lab. The space is an action research 

laboratory created in 2009 at The New School with the goal to “advance the practice and 

discourse of design-led social innovation to foster more equitable and sustainable cities and 

practices”. In Copenhagen, the workshop was housed inside the Dome of Visions, an 

experimental, temporary structure modeled after Buckminster Fuller’s geodesic dome that was 

created to inspire solutions to the climate crisis. As a ‘pop-up’ public space, during its time in 

Copenhagen Dome of Visions provided a free meeting space for members of the public who 

could propose and run events on the theme of sustainability, civic engagement, and social 

change free of charge.   

 

Event Format:  

 

a. Introductory Presentations:  

I opened each workshop with a short presentation about my research, giving an 

overview of urban climate governance and participatory urbanism, and using this as a shared 

foundation through which to investigate local needs, values, tensions, and opportunities in the 

resilience planning process. After my presentation, a set of invited speakers gave PechaKucha 
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presentations on their work to ground the conversation in place, and to inspire and ignite 

opportunities for network-building beyond the event. PechaKucha is a fast-paced public 

speaking format in which speakers prepare 20 slides, each shown for 20 seconds, for a 

presentation that lasts approximately 6 minutes in total. This format is celebrated for its 

dynamism and inclusivity, allowing for a greater diversity of topics and perspectives to emerge 

during the course of the same event (Lehtonen, 2011). The speakers that participated were 

all local residents working at the forefront of urban sustainability and civic innovation (see 

Appendix A for a full description of event partners and speaker biographies). Their 

perspectives helped further ground the conversation in place, providing concrete examples of 

how the meaning of resilience could be co-created and expanded to encompass a wide range 

of applications, perspectives, and needs. Their presence as speaker-participants was also a 

way to encourage attendees to forge new connections with local groups and organizations, 

with the goal of strengthening place-based networks. At the same time, the invited guests’ 

presentations were deliberately kept short to allow for the majority of the voices and 

perspectives emerging from the conversation to be those of the public in attendance. 

 

b. Group Discussion: World Café  

The heart of the workshop was dedicated to the question: “What would a resilient New 

York City/Copenhagen look like?” For this exercise, participants were invited to follow the 

format of the World Café style of dialogue. World Café is a format for engaged communication 

among strangers in the Socratic tradition of respectful dialogue (Carson, 2011). Sessions are 

designed with the minimal structure necessary to sustain focused conversation while 

encouraging experiential, generative, and relevant contributions from participants. As a 

format, it is centered on the values of openness, honesty, and inclusion (see Appendix B for 

a more in-depth description of the event’s format).  

 

c. Place-Based Activities:  

While the workshops followed a shared core format, the break-out activities were 

purposefully designed to differ in order to ensure that issues of local relevance could be 

explored in a more tailored and place-based manner. For these activities, I relied on the input 

of my event partners on the ground. (A full description of each activity can be found in 

Appendix C).   
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d. Final Reflections:  

Overall, the workshops were received warmly by attendees and contributed to the 

research in significant ways. Collaborative methodologies were selected to promote a non-

hierarchical structure to the agenda: anyone that wanted to speak or contribute was invited to 

do so. I was also heartened by the PechaKucha presenters’ eagerness to contribute to the 

conversation. Keeping the workshop open to the public was also a successful strategy as it 

allowed for more diversity and for unanticipated perspectives to emerge. A limitation of the 

group-led format was the open note-taking format of the breakout sessions––which ranged 

dramatically in style and depth––as well as my inability to simultaneously participate in each 

group’s discussions. While useful for participants at the time, this format provided some 

challenges for me during the coding and analysis stage of my research.   

 

2.3.3 Third Stage: Systematic Document Review and Research Analysis   

 

Following my return from New York City and Copenhagen, I conducted a systematic 

review of the cities’ official climate plans, respectively titled PlaNYC: A Stronger, More 

Resilient New York (2013) and Copenhagen Climate Adaptation Plan (2011). Coding was an 

especially valuable tool to help bridge the data collection and data analysis stages of my 

research, as coding “leads you from the data to the idea, and from the idea to all the data 

pertaining to that idea” (Saldaña, 2015: 8). Throughout the process, I was aware of Saldaña’s 

description of coding not as a precise science but rather as a primarily interpretive act. As he 

writes, “all coding is a judgment call” (Saldaña, 2015: 7), since we bring our subjectivities, 

personalities, and predispositions to the process.  Indeed, my coding of the documents was 

an iterative process in that as new codes emerged, old codes were revisited, and this 

repeatedly shaped the direction of my focus and analysis.  

In my coding, I followed an abductive approach for a more complete understanding of 

the document’s contents. An inductive approach is characterized by a search for patterns 

where the researcher looks for similarities and differences in the data “which are described in 

categories and/or themes on various levels of abstraction and interpretation” (Graneheim, 

Lindgren and Lundman, 2017: 30). In a deductive approach, researchers test the implications 

of existing theories or explanatory models about the phenomenon under study against the 

collected data. An abductive approach implies a back and forth movement between inductive 

and deductive approaches. Combining the two is a way to “discover meaningful underlying 

patterns that makes it possible to integrate surface and deep structures” (Graneheim, Lindgren 
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and Lundman, 2017: 31), giving space not only to what is present in the text ‘here and now’, 

but also to the spaces of potential that may be realized and suggested as a future possibility.  

As I coded the two climate plans, I simultaneously coded key informant interviews and notes 

from the workshops through an ‘integrative resilience’ lens and incorporated these findings 

into my analysis of official and bottom-up narratives of resilience.  

In my first reading, I was guided by the following questions: How is resilience being 

defined? Resilience for whom? To what? What is the aim of the resilience intervention being 

described? Who is addressing the threat of climate change and its local ecological 

vulnerabilities? This first step was valuable in contributing to a foundational understanding of 

the values and goals embedded within the official plans. After this first round of coding, I was 

struck by the seeming lack of engagement and depth around issues of vulnerability. I wanted 

to gain a better understanding of how the municipalities were engaging with the concept, 

particularly: how vulnerability was being framed; in relation to which threats; what response 

mechanisms were being advanced; and for whose benefit. I was also curious to learn more 

about how the narrative of collaboration and innovation that emerged from my first round of 

coding was being operationalized in the plans: whose participation was being sought? In what 

ways, and for whose benefit? Whose knowledge mattered, and how were communities being 

conceptualized? To this end, I completed a second reading of the climate plans, this time 

coding for categories of community engagement, participation, and vulnerability.  

As I discuss in manuscript 2, what emerged was a rather static and flat understanding 

of all three terms, where participation seemed nominal and restricted for the most part to 

consultation or the top-down dissemination of information, and where vulnerability was 

conceptualized as a narrow set of ecological threats with little to no acknowledgment of socio-

economic determinants.  Motivated by the results of my second review, I wanted to find out if 

and how the plans contemplated, directly or indirectly, other forms of vulnerability and 

resilience, particularly in relation to wellbeing, mental health, and equity/social justice. I again 

coded for these categories and uncovered a striking lack of engagement in the plans with 

these issues.   

To confirm my findings, I conducted a word frequency and word search analysis of the 

two plans. In the first instance, I used the NVivo software to identify the top 10, 100, and 1000 

most used words in the plans to gain an understanding of which words appeared most 

frequently within their pages. This gave me an at-a-glance look of the plans’ most prominent 

areas of focus, which in turn allowed me to gain a general sense of the plans’ thematic and 

content priorities. I was curious to see how much space was given to words suggesting an 
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engagement with ‘integrative mental health’––a more comprehensive approach to social-

ecological vulnerability that I introduce and define in my Chapter 5––and how their frequency 

compared to the plans’ most recurring words. My goal was to synthesize key terms connected 

to integrative mental health to investigate if and how they were employed in the cities’ official 

climate plans. Terms included: equity (also searched as: inequity, inequality, and equitable); 

health (including mental health); justice; healing (also: heal); trauma (also: traumatic; 

traumatized; traumatizing; traumatizes); wellbeing (also: well-being and wellness); 

psychological; and emotional. From those results, I reviewed the documents a fourth time with 

the purpose of verifying if the new categories I was coding for were being discussed indirectly 

in the text, for example through synonyms, or in more narrative or descriptive ways. The 

document review was also a way for me to learn about the chosen terms in context to 

determine what use was being made of them.   

To this end, I conducted discourse analysis of targeted sections of the climate plans in 

relation to the theme of ‘integrative resilience’. Foucauldian discourse analysis (FDA) is 

especially well-suited to such an exploration because of the understanding of power as 

functioning through knowledge. Discourse is not presumed to be value-free but is instead a 

way of appropriating the world through knowledge. The power–knowledge nexus shapes 

“what is attended to, what is desirable to be done, how people and objects are to be 

understood, related to, and acted upon” (Sam, 2019: 339).  FDA therefore seeks to illuminate 

the “broader political, ideological, or historical issues as they relate to power and knowledge 

through discourse” (Sam, 2019: 335). As a methodology, it begins with defining a problem––

in my case, the increasingly neoliberal orientation of urban resilience planning––and proceeds 

to question “the legitimacy of established assumptions, structures, and social dynamics 

related to that problem” (ibid.).  

In my case, this exercise proved particularly helpful in determining values and intents. 

In many instances I was able to remark that words such as ‘trauma’ or ‘vulnerable’––words 

that may appear to be featured a reasonable amount of times, thus on the surface signaling 

an engagement with ‘integrative mental health’––were in practice being mentioned for different 

purposes. In the case of the word ‘vulnerable’,  for example,  my analysis revealed that the  

term  was overwhelmingly used to invoke ‘vulnerable populations’––but without a clear 

definition or description of who the population in question was, what their needs and demands 

were, or what made them vulnerable in the first place. Indeed, reference to vulnerable 

demographics was largely done with the intent of garnering sympathy and building consensus 

for the City’s chosen intervention strategy. Capturing the underlying narratives that inform 
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policy and motivate people to action was therefore an important means to question how power 

and knowledge shape the understanding of resilience and vulnerability through language.     
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3 Challenging the ‘Neoliberal Turn’ of Urban Climate Resilience  
 

3.1 Abstract  

 

This paper explores the ‘neoliberal turn’ of urban climate governance by investigating 

the rising practice of municipal resilience planning.  The  first  half of the  paper situates this 

neoliberal turn within patterns of urban entrepreneurialism (MacLeod, 2002; Jessop and Sum, 

2000; Harvey, 1989) similar to the earlier push on the part of municipalities to obtain ‘creative 

city’ or ‘smart city’ status  (Calzada and Cobo, 2015;  Peck, 2005), connecting it to practices 

of urban experimentation more typical of the age of ‘carbon control’  (Jonas, Gibbs and While, 

2011; While, Jonas and Gibbs, 2010). The second half of the paper examines how 

municipalities frame their official climate plans by relying on what McCann (2017: 4) terms 
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“definitional power”, a narrative form of power that decision-makers employ to pre-emptively 

frame important concepts in order to advance a beneficial agenda. In cities, definitional power 

is deployed through official narratives of resilience to open up profitable new market 

opportunities that allow municipalities to pursue continued economic growth while presenting 

local policies and experiments as necessary and desirable interventions in the face of a 

changing climate. Drawing on the insights of key informants in New York City and 

Copenhagen, special emphasis is placed on how official resilience narratives are marketed 

for export, contrasting their international success with the ways they are perceived by 

residents on the ground.  The paper concludes by arguing that resilience efforts should be 

placed within existing institutional systems where issues of power, equity, and accountability 

are treated as integral to the democratic process itself.    

Keywords:  resilience; urban entrepreneurialism; green growth; climate change.  

 

3.2 Introduction: The Ubiquity of Resilience   

 

In just over a decade, resilience has shifted from being a fairly niche concept discussed 

primarily among ecologists to a seemingly ubiquitous one, spreading not only across academic 

disciplines but entering into popular parlance as well. Interest in resilience is such that a recent 

New York Times article, provocatively titled The Profound Emptiness of Resilience, lamented 

that today “almost any organization you can think of has squeezed ‘resilience’ into its mission 

statement” (Sehgal, 2015). In its early-day incarnation, resilience as a concept was used to 

measure the degree of disturbance that an ecosystem could face before returning to its original 

state (Gunderson, 2010; Folke, 2006). More recently, debates have shifted to encompass an 

interest in multiple equilibria systems, particularly how they change over time (Cote and 

Nightingale, 2012). This ‘new ecology’ school of thought challenges the single equilibrium 

theory of the early ‘70s by emphasizing complexity and non-linearity in the way a system 

responds to a stressor, giving rise to the widely-adopted definition of resilience as the  “the 

capacity of a system to absorb disturbance and reorganize while undergoing change so as to 

still retain essentially the same function, structure, identity, and feedbacks”  (Walker et al. 

2004: 1). It is precisely this complex system view of resilience that has spread beyond 

academia today.  

Understanding cities as complex systems in their own right, global philanthropic 

organizations such as the Rockefeller Foundation and the Clinton Climate Initiative––as well 
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as a handful of charismatic political figures such as former New York City Mayor Mike 

Bloomberg––have arguably had the biggest influence in popularizing the current 

understanding of resilience and adapting it to contexts outside of its discipline of origin. Along 

with transnational municipal networks, they have played an important role in setting the 

resilience agenda and defining the scope of interventions for their membership (see, for 

example, Gordon and Johnson, 2018; Acuto and Rayner, 2016; Fünfgeld, 2015; and 

Hakelberg, 2014). Stressing the social-ecological and systems-wide nature of the term, their 

framework documents and the climate action plans authored by cities under their tutelage 

deploy terms such as ‘adaptive capacity’, ‘flexibility’, and ‘connectivity’ and apply it to the urban 

context as an integral part of their climate response (see, for example, Rotterdam, 2013; 

Stockholm, 2012; Vancouver, 2012). Collectively, these terms have come to be understood 

as foundational attributes of a resilient system, though perhaps most popular of all is the so-

called “bounce-back-ability” (DeVerteuil and Golubchikov, 2016) of resilient subjects––that is, 

their ability to successfully respond to a disturbance and rebound from stresses over time. As 

a word and an attribute, ‘bounce back’ appears ever more frequently not only in academic 

literature but also in the media and grey literature, where it is presented as the latest, most 

desirable feature of any innovative entity or program.  

Mainstreamed under the now ubiquitous umbrella term resilience, climate action at the 

urban level is growing at impressive speed, raising pressing questions about how resilience 

itself is being defined and operationalized on the ground––and for whose benefit.  This paper 

investigates the rising practice of urban resilience planning through a critical lens, and argues 

that in its mainstreaming climate resilience has reached a neoliberal turn that––while on the 

surface employing the language of openness and innovation––furthers a policy of austerity 

and control that risks aggravating, rather than mitigating, the root causes and effects of the 

climate crisis itself. The first half of this paper situates this neoliberal turn within patterns of 

urban entrepreneurialism (MacLeod, 2002; Jessop and Sum, 2000; Harvey, 1989) similar to 

the earlier push on the part of municipalities to obtain ‘creative city’ or ‘smart city’ status. In 

particular, the paper will explore why the move to cast resilience planning as a politically 

neutral process is especially beneficial to municipalities as they compete to secure economic 

opportunities in times of climate-related volatility. Special emphasis is placed here on the 

subtle yet pervasive influence of what McCann (2017: 4) terms “definitional power”, a narrative 

form of power that decision-makers employ to pre-emptively frame important concepts in order 

to advance a beneficial agenda. In particular, the interest is in how definitional power is 

deployed through official narratives to open up profitable new market opportunities that allow 

cities to pursue continued economic growth. Drawing from key informant interviews conducted 
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in New York City and Copenhagen, the rest of the paper investigates how these official 

narratives are marketed for export, contrasting their international success with the ways they 

are perceived on the ground by residents. In light of the tensions uncovered by this research 

between public-facing messaging and local perceptions of climate plans, the paper concludes 

by arguing that municipal resilience efforts should be placed within existing institutional 

systems where issues of power, equity, and accountability are treated as integral to the 

democratic process itself.  

 

3.3 Literature Review: Unpacking Resilience’s Neoliberal Turn  

 

While continuing to be a hotly contested subject in the political arena, the last decade 

has seen remarkable growth in mitigation and adaptation efforts designed to counteract the 

increasingly volatile and escalating effects of capitalism-fueled climate crisis. With action 

spreading beyond the international and national levels, cities around the world have organized 

to raise public awareness about climate change, positioning it as a governance issue not only 

at the municipal level but through the formation of transnational municipal networks 

(Bouteligier, 2013; Bulkeley and Schroeder, 2011). As membership-based entities, these 

networks bring together representatives of municipal governments (and, increasingly, 

philanthropic organizations and business partners) with the aim of furthering shared policy 

goals as well as to collectively influence and advance mutually beneficial agendas. Today, 

trend-setting cities like New York City and Copenhagen are celebrated for advancing 

innovative solutions to the climate crisis, while networks such as C40 and 100 Resilient Cities 

collectively organize the international municipal response by offering their members exclusive 

opportunities for capacity-building, knowledge exchange, and technical support.   

Widespread interest in resilience is arguably democratizing popular understandings of 

complex systems and the role they play in responding to disturbances such as floods and 

droughts. Critics however warn that the term’s very ubiquity is progressively hollowing out its 

meaning, raising questions about how resilience itself is being framed outside of specialized 

academic literatures and to what end (Kelly and Kelly, 2017; North, et al., 2017; Slater, 2014). 

At the heart of the critique is the concern that––while ironically signaling complexity and non-

linearity––in its mainstream uptake the term has come to be interpreted as too static and 

narrow in its focus, overemphasizing ‘bounce-back-ability’ and only superficially addressing a 

system’s very complexity (Zebrowski and Sage, 2017). Others warn that the concept is being 

used as a tool of biogovernmentality (Vrasti and Michelsen, 2017), whereby institutions 
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mobilize expert knowledge––be it from the fields of security and economic development, urban 

design and emergency planning––to turn the features of resilience into desirable and 

promising attributes that a city and its inhabitants should master in order to secure the material 

and ecological resources necessary for their survival. Slater (2014), for example, contends 

that the ability to bounce back is crucial to neoliberalism’s own resilience. His incisive opinion 

piece in Open Democracy connects the rise of programs like 100 Resilient Cities to the 

worldwide spread of austerity policies, and argues that they serve to socialize the public to a 

scarcity mindset that reframes design competitions and ‘open challenges’ as benign (or at 

least neutral) pathways toward increased quality of life and ecological protection. He writes: 

“the most ‘resilient community’ of all appears to be that of a cartel of politicians and financial 

executives, aided by think-tanks and philanthropic organizations, who have ‘bounced 

back’...from a crisis they created” (ibid.).  

The move to recast the resilience planning process as value neutral is consistent with 

a post-political turn in which funding competitions and design challenges increasingly take the 

place of democratic elections and debate, making way to uncontested technocratic processes 

that socialize the public to political outcomes presented as merely “sensible” (North et al., 

2017: 3) adjustments. Swyngedouw (2014) suggests that as a result of this post-political shift 

a hegemonic discourse arises that naturalizes economic growth and capitalism “as the only 

reasonable and possible form of organization of socio-natural metabolism” (91). By conflating 

the common good with what is in the market’s best interest, the push for constant economic 

growth is in turn naturalized and extended to governance systems, urban social-ecological 

processes, and to everyday democratic life as well.  Swyngedouw’s analysis builds on that of 

Harvey (2008), who argues that neoliberalism has given rise to a system of governance in 

which state and corporate interests are fused together so that “money power” (38) influences 

who the state apparatus will favour in its daily operations. In this way, corporate capital and 

the urban elites collude to shape the urban process by controlling the production and use of 

capitalism’s surplus. Citing Lefebvre (2003), Harvey illustrates how urbanization is essential 

to capitalism’s very survival, and identifies the struggle over the control of this surplus as the 

struggle for “the right to the city”––that is, “the right to command the whole urban process” 

(2008: 28) through greater democratic control. Privatizing that control means that dissenting 

voices and oppositional actions are curtailed through what appears to be a post-political space 

that neutralizes claims to rights, values, or goals and subsumes them into what is generally 

considered to be desirable and good for the elites’ economic interests (Asara et al., 2015).  

Michelsen (2017), too, describes the evolution of ‘resilience-thinking’ from a critique of 

ineffective resource management to a position of “collusion” (63) between urban elites and 
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their partners, who have made of this thinking “the signature of neoliberal governmentality” 

(ibid). While initially resilience may have been invoked with benign intentions, he argues, it 

nevertheless carries “the seeds of a regressive politics” (ibid.) that have been exploited to 

further capital accumulation and unfettered growth. Characteristic of this collusion is the 

strategic use that is made of the unexpected––of the volatility and uncertainty that marks the 

age of climate change––so that potential risks are folded directly into the system, making them 

“a source of productivity in the form of beneficial adaptation” (61). Writing about the 

‘climatization’ of security discourse, Dalby (2013) takes this evolution one step further, calling 

climate capitalism “the great growth strategy of the present” (187). If the current crisis requires 

thinking in terms of the Anthropocene, he notes, then those who control the resource systems 

that power globalization will determine the future survival of the system itself. He quips: 

“cynically one might argue that it has taken capitalism a long time to commodify hot air, but 

effectively that is now what has happened” (ibid.).  

Unifying these trends is the underlying concern for urban ecological security: the 

attempt to secure a city’s material and ecological flows by integrating natural resources, 

infrastructure, and services into a highly networked urban-ecological system (Hodson and 

Marvin, 2009). While the term ecological security was originally conceived for matters 

concerning the national scale, as centers of socio-economic development as well as highly 

populated geographical areas cities have become critical nodes in the global economy and 

are therefore increasingly vulnerable to ecological loss. This means that in addition to 

intensifying competition for economic opportunities, cities are now engaging in a “‘race’ to try 

to ‘secure’—produce and consume—(increasingly scarce) resources to maintain and enhance 

economic growth” (Hodson and Marvin, 2009: 194). It is for this reason that adding a resilience 

lens to a broad range of already existing initiatives can be a particularly opportune choice for 

municipalities, and why unveiling new environmentally-friendly initiatives can double as a 

strategy to lock-in a reputation for climate leadership in the long run.   

3.3.1 Deploying Definitional Power  

 

Municipalities are now competing to secure ecological resources while simultaneously 

needing to guarantee economic growth. A reputation for innovation thus becomes an important 

form of influence that can be converted into economic gain through what McCann (2017: 4) 

calls “definitional power”. In the case of resilience, the “neoliberal compulsion toward 

competitive innovation” (2) translates not only in a race to secure resources but also a 

seemingly unsurpassable level of technical and environmental mastery in the eyes of the 
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world, as seen in the spread of global challenges like the Rockefeller Foundation ’s 100 

Resilient Cities program or local initiatives such as Vancouver’s Greenest City 2020. Similar 

to the early 2000s’ race to obtain ‘creative city’ (Peck, 2005) and, later ’smart city’ status 

(Calzada and Cobo, 2015), pursuit of ‘green’ or resilient status is the next evolution in a long 

history of strategic re-branding and reorganizing aimed at attracting investment by signaling 

to global financial elites that cities have what it takes to create an efficient, business-friendly 

climate for those interested in investing locally. As MacKinnon and Derickson (2012) put it, 

“like the creative cities script, resilience is a mobilizing discourse” (260).  

If resilience has become a mobilizing discourse, then planning for climate action has 

become an industry in its own right, one that––like many other industries––is driven by a 

strong profit motive. Professional figures like city planners, urban designers, and Chief 

Resilience Officers (CROs) are now integral to the rebranding process that goes hand in hand 

with this mobilization, their professions employed in service of the creation of international 

best practices that are viewed “simultaneously and paradoxically as opportunities for 

connection and sharing among like-minded actors and institutions, on the one hand, and spurs 

for competition, on the other” (McCann, 2013: 2). Because urban elites must constantly 

“narrate” (Jessop and Sum, 2000: 2292) and showcase their status as innovators, roles like 

the ones above are crucial to the process of embedding into this narrative a broad range of 

economic, political, and socio-cultural attributes that cast current problems as opportunities, 

as welcome and necessary advancements to a city’s fight against climate change. The 

circulation of best practices, the launch of experiments, and the celebration of innovative 

leadership therefore become an integral part of how cities narrate and persuade, making 

‘smart’ use of emerging technologies and data to showcase their standing in the global arena. 

 In so doing, these narratives borrow from the positive change aspirations of grassroots 

social movements and employ their language of openness, inclusivity, and possibility to craft 

an urban governance mandate that is framed simply as commonsensical and desirable rather 

than as political calculation.  Indeed, cities like New York today exert a strong influence over 

other urban centers that are (overtly and covertly) encouraged to orient themselves around 

the economic strategies and lessons learned that may be found in official resilience documents 

such as PlaNYC: A Stronger, More Resilient New York. McCann (2017) writes of how “New 

York City and, particularly PlaNYC, acted as a reference point for Liverpool when local elites 

demanded a model that would combine attention to sustainability with continuing economic 

competitiveness” (6). Far from being an isolated instance, the Liverpool case is an example of 

what he calls “referencescape” (ibid.): the tendency to conflate certain policy approaches with 

the cities from which they originate, thus attributing their qualities to them. For example, New 
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York City has invested significant cultural capital in portraying itself as “tough” (PlaNYC, 2013) 

in the face of climate-induced natural disasters, while Copenhagen takes pride in providing 

inspiration “for the rest of the world” (Copenhagen, 2016). More than a colourful way for cities 

to brand themselves, “referencescapes” serve to reinforce definitional power and justify 

mainstream climate governance regimes because, McCann explains, they are “always an 

ideologically constrained social, spatial, and temporal formation that serves certain interests 

over others” (McCann, 2017: 6). It is no coincidence, then, that early pioneers in this arena 

are also some of the world’s most affluent and economically powerful cities.   

One notable consequence of this narrative strategy is the new “lexicon of scales” 

(Hodson and Marvin, 2010: 308) that is emerging in the form of “eco-villages, eco-towns, eco-

blocks, eco-islands, eco-cities and even eco-regions” (ibid.) all over the world. Eco-

developments, design competitions for infrastructural upgrades, and climate-friendly 

consulting have opened up timely new market opportunities for increasingly cash-strapped 

cities. While projects often remain unbuilt––or, at best, have a dubious track record––the 

public unveiling of climate initiatives such as the ones above is treated as a visionary 

advancement worthy of emulation. Indeed, creating a desirable ‘eco-solution’ carries within it 

the potential to become a “replicable global financial product” (Hodson and Marvin, 2010: 310)  

that will see the city of origin celebrated for its innovativeness and expert knowledge, 

reinforcing the perception that “in this sense, resilience policy fits closely with pre-established 

discourses of spatial competition and urban entrepreneurialism” (MacKinnon and Derickson, 

2012: 260).   

Beyond its economic potential, cultivating definitional power is especially 

advantageous because it allows municipal actors the opportunity to curate and define for 

themselves what counts as a success and what is instead considered a failure. In cities, 

curating a (self-referential) narrative is one of the main ways that those with definitional power 

now influence the right to the city, and it is precisely what is validated as inspirational or 

scalable that is at the heart of the political and often contradictory nature of urban resilience 

planning. Reflecting on how cities reference the purposively abstract language of systems 

theory and complexity science in order to gain prestige and legitimacy in the public ’s eye, 

MacKinnon and Derickson (2012) argue that a “mode of intellectual colonization” (258) is 

shaping mainstream resilience planning today, where official narratives leverage a “pseudo-

scientific discourse” (259) to depoliticize and pre-empt questions about how or why climate 

adaptation is required in the first place.   
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An outcome of this colonization is that most official narratives divorce municipalities 

from the systems they are embedded in, thus naturalizing the idea that they are self-contained 

entities and promoting unrealistic understandings of urban metabolic flows. Self-containment 

itself is perhaps one of the most seductive aspects of mainstream resilience discourse: it sells 

the promise of the city as a neatly-defined geographical area, of a controllable unit of measure 

where ‘closing the loop’ and becoming ‘carbon neutral’ is just as desirable and attainable as 

becoming an ‘eco-block’ or ‘eco-neighbourhood’. At the same time, the focus on cities as self-

contained units of action serves to obscure or flatten an important reality of mainstream 

resilience planning: the unevenness that exists even within the same jurisdiction between 

affluent and non-affluent subjects, central and peripheral spaces. In their study of local climate 

action plans, for instance, Wachsmuth et al. (2016) found that “greening has come at the 

expense of community stability and racial and economic diversity”. One of the ways this 

unevenness is perpetuated is through the bias emerging from the pursuit of sustainability 

policies as a vehicle for economic development, which the authors argue is leading to 

investments in already affluent areas to the detriment of communities that are more peripheral 

or less economically strategic to financial elites. As they eloquently point out: “Many 

sustainability gains are simply a regressive redistribution of amenities across places”.   

MacKinnon and Derickson (2012), too, write that the objectives of mainstream 

resilience should be understood in relation to uneven spatial development. They argue that 

casting cities and regions as self-organizing units is “fundamentally misplaced” (261), as it 

removes them from the very process of “accumulation by dispossession” (Harvey, 2008: 34) 

and “growth machine branding” (Slater, 2014) in which they participate. In other words, the 

‘bounce-back-ability’ and adaptive capacity of cities is celebrated and encouraged because it 

enables them to return to the status quo of “elite wealth capture” (Slater, 2014) as fast and 

efficiently as possible. They write: “from this perspective, both the sources of resilience and 

the forces generating disruption and crisis are internal to the capitalist ‘system’” (MacKinnon 

and Derickson, 2012: 254).   

Offering additional nuance, Joseph (2013) suggests that it is not that resilience itself 

can be conflated entirely with neoliberal policy, but more that the way resilience currently 

invokes a shift from interconnected socio-political and ecological systems to a concern for 

individualized adaptability makes it an especially good fit with what neoliberalism “is trying to 

say and do” (38). The ideological fit is in large part due to the instrumental use that is made of 

resilience as a theoretical concept, “plucked from the ecology literature” (40), Joseph 

observes, to justify a mode of governance that couples ecological security with individualized 

adaptation. This preference for manufactured simplification is the reason why most 
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transnational municipal networks and their attending marketing literatures make brief 

reference to resilience’s roots in ecology (arguably to boost their credibility as well-researched 

technical documents grounded in rigorous academic analysis) only to quickly veer away from 

it. Where their mainstream narratives thrive, in fact, is not on a multidimensional or consistent 

interpretation of resilience but rather on how effectively it can be used as a mobilizing script 

on the ground. “The last thing these documents want to do”, Joseph points out, “is engage in 

a complex philosophical discussion about adaptive systems” (Joseph, 2013: 43). Any such 

discussion would draw attention to the structural imbalances of their conceptual and 

operational frameworks––not to mention the inequities inherent in their green growth 

agendas––and would therefore risk challenging the message that fostering urban leadership 

and investing in (neoliberal) resilience is a society’s best bet to secure ecological and 

economic security.  

Literatures of innovation, smart city planning, and urban entrepreneurialism have long 

celebrated prescriptive fixes in the form of desirable (thus exportable) products for other actors 

to emulate. Here, borrowing from the scientific language of resilience, definitional power 

determines which ideas and models are framed as legitimate, and what is instead “edited out” 

(North et al., 2017: 5) from the realm of possibility or imagination. In addition to determining 

what counts as a success and what should instead be considered a failure, it also crucially 

encourages (at times even rewards) institutional failure. Indeed, while progressive 

(‘alternative’) visions and narratives are frequently excluded or co-opted by official plans 

because they may interfere with the official narrative (and its implicit socio-economic goals), 

mainstream benchmarks of success are revised often––especially to justify underperformance 

or delays, which are presented as inevitable adaptations “in the face of the realities of rising 

costs, changing state priorities, evidence from elsewhere, and so on” (McCann, 2017: 4). As 

a result, the success/failure narrative places policies and programs in the realm of (welcome, 

necessary) experimentation––socializing the public to less accountability, to ambiguous 

implementation, and to a mindset of uncertainty and risk. As McCann (2017) puts it, the 

dynamic is indeed an example of “the ways that political and business elites are able to ‘game’ 

the governance regimes that they have long controlled and developed” (4). Understanding 

how definitional power is deployed in the urban resilience context is therefore not only a matter 

of investigating for whose benefit these discursive strategies are developed but also how they 

reshape urban governance as a result.   
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3.4 Methodology  

 

While urban resilience planning is a global phenomenon, this paper focuses on New 

York City and Copenhagen in light of their international standing as climate innovators. Both 

cities have long been pioneers of green growth exports and have cultivated an enviable 

reputation for climate leadership (see, for example, Roberts, 2019; Sengupta, 2019) through 

participation in design challenges, technocratic consulting, and persuasive international 

messaging.  In investigating the rise of official resilience narratives in these cities, I relied on 

the perspectives and experiences of a diverse range of key informants, all of whom were local 

residents whose selection was based on personal knowledge of, or connection to, resilience 

planning efforts in New York City and Copenhagen.   For this paper, I completed 13 key 

informant interviews––conducted in a semi-structured, conversational format––lasting 

approximately one hour. Research participants include an environmental journalist; 

representatives of two Foundations involved in the funding of resilience initiatives;  two  

disaster recovery volunteers;  a municipal employee involved in the management of a flagship  

demonstration site  in Copenhagen; four thematic experts working as consultants on municipal 

projects; a public space advocate, and two civil society representatives involved in the 

advancement of ‘alternative’ economic models.   A series of major themes emerged from their 

interviews, three of which will be explored throughout the rest of the paper: the role of narrative 

in shaping the circulation and use of best practices; the tensions that exist between public-

facing messaging and the lived experience of communities on the ground; and, lastly, how 

neoliberal values are influencing the framing of resilience as a whole, emphasizing such 

attributes as individual ‘bounce back’ at the expense of civic responsibility and collective care.  

 

3.5 A Case Study is Born: On ‘Referencescapes’ and Climate Exports  

 

Learning from and/or attempting to ‘outcompete’ other cities has had a seductive effect 

on municipal governments interested in being recognized for their climate leadership. For 

example, a civic engagement expert tasked by the City of Copenhagen to ‘open up’ its 

stakeholder and planning processes described the City’s motivations for cultivating a 

reputation for innovation this way:  

There’s so much interest in [this image], of course, because that’s part 
of our growth paradigm, to make people come to Copenhagen and say 
‘we want to do what they’re doing’, because then we can export. (...) 



 
 

 

67 
 

Somewhere there’s an interest in having Copenhagen [known for] 
bicycling and green cities, and our resilience is sort of getting into that–
–at least their strategizing very much––on how to do this.  

 

This sentiment is echoed by a municipal employee closely involved in the management of 

Klimakvarter, a project hailed internationally as Copenhagen’s (and possibly the world’s) first 

‘climate-adapted neighbourhood’5 . Here, he comments on how Copenhagen accommodates 

visiting delegations and is open to pursuing consulting opportunities abroad, referring in 

particular to the project’s most visible site, a public square known as Tåsinge Plads:   

 

One of the groups that we had in Tåsinge Plads was an Asian 
delegation for different newspapers and industries in Asia that came 
here to see some of the projects that we’ve been doing. (...) So I think 
the goal for Copenhagen is to be a showcase for solutions that can be 
exported other places so that we have an expertise and some 
producers that can deliver these solutions abroad. So the green growth 
ambition is that we be a driver for industries that are growth industries.  
 

Situating a city within the existing referencescapes confirms the “extrospective 

impulse” of ambitious municipal governments, reinforcing the belief that “elements of the future 

are somewhere else” (McCann, 2017: 7) for others to emulate and appropriate in order to 

advance local agendas. This eco-entrepreneurial spur explains in part why to date climate-

friendly initiatives have been able to spread so quickly and convincingly even despite the 

ambiguity and conflicts inherent in them. As McCann (2017) notes, it is not only the climate 

solutions that move from place to place, but especially the experts––be they planners, 

government officials, or consultants––behind them. With them, “technical objects” (3) move, 

too: masterplans, blueprints, financial frameworks, and so forth. Put bluntly, “a model may not 

be successful in its implementation but remains successful in its mobility” (McCann, 2017: 4).  

In Denmark, a sustainable transitions expert reflected on the ways in which Copenhagen and 

New York City often look to one other for inspiration, citing lessons learned from site visits and 

other forms of knowledge-sharing to justify spatial fixes at home. She had this to say about 

the mutual referencing:   

l see it in many cities––New York is a perfect example in terms of 
cycling. They wanted to have more cycling but what they did [was], 
well, ‘we go to Copenhagen and drive around on the bikes, meet 
architects...’ and, oh God, it’s such a love story. It was like, ‘the 
weather was really great [t]here and we had -- you could see 

 
5 See, Klimakvarter “Urban Space”: http://klimakvarter.dk/en/byrum/ 

http://klimakvarter.dk/en/byrum/
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everybody was riding in the bicycle lane’. [So then] they agreed, ‘we 
want, like, I don’t know how many miles of bicycle lane’, and they sort 
of just painted on the street. Which is cool in a way, but also was, I 
mean, super naïve.   

 

This referencing serves to perform a second strategic function, determining the 

‘scalability’ of local initiatives to other places. Here, the employee of a Foundation involved in 

the funding of international resilience initiatives comments on the reasons why ‘scalability’ is 

an attribute that is actively sought out when deciding which cities will be funded:  

 

It was also, ‘how do you bring this to scale?’ Because we don’t want 
this investment to only impact the exact cities that we’re working in. 
We want it to have a ripple effect regionally around the cities that we 
invest in, or in a country that we invest in. So that was a big piece, ‘how 
do you invest in a large enough amount of cities where this could 
actually have a ripple effect and affect other cities around it?’ 

 

When municipal governments reference the strategies and initiatives of other places, 

they are implicitly signaling a readiness to belong to the ranks of those whose climate 

strategies are more advanced (perceived or otherwise), as well as an eagerness to enjoy the 

same standing in the global community. Indeed, crucial to the circulation and legitimacy of 

desirable resilience responses is the endorsement and/or sponsorship of international players 

such as transnational municipal networks, funders, or the organizers of design competitions, 

which enable their circulation to flow successfully almost from the outset.   

Obtaining such standing, however, implies political and discursive alignment to the 

particular brand of resilience-thinking favoured by such groups. For example, the same 

Foundation representative from above reflected on the design of the United States’ National 

Disaster Resilience Competition (NDRC) as an example of how cities were encouraged to 

receive training in resilience-thinking regardless of how they performed in the contest. In her 

words:   

 

All states were welcome to join what they [the NDRC] called these 
‘Resilience Academies’. And, through that, States would receive a very 
specific type of support and training -- kind of thinking through, ‘how 
do you apply resilience to projects they would apply [with]?’ So, in 
doing so, every State that qualifies is getting trained in this resilience-
thinking and trained in how you could create an innovative project. So 
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while not everyone will win the final funding, everyone’s getting 
ingrained into that kind of thinking.  

 

Even if resources and know-how may already be present locally, in fact, it is through 

participation in the international sphere (through transnational networks and/or media 

attention) that a global reputation for excellence is formed. For the most part, however, this 

reputation is established by signaling compliance with the economic ideology that informs the 

most visible climate plans today. For example, one of the key informants, a veteran 

environmental journalist specializing in coverage of New York City’s climate politics, remarked 

that it wasn’t until representatives of the country’s economic elite expressed concern at the 

financial repercussions of climate change that action was finally taken to take the 

environmental crisis seriously. He spoke about the publication of 2014’s Risky Business 

report6––an initiative spearheaded by then-Mayor Michael Bloomberg––this way:   

 

It was put out by some major think-tanks, but it involved three former 
Treasury secretaries––Hank Paulson, a couple of other folks...big 
money people with a lot of gravitas in political circles. And they said, 
‘the threat of climate change impacts are creating a risk environment 
for business, which is completely unacceptable and it will cause 
American business billions and billions of dollars unless we do 
something about it’. So all of a sudden it’s not a bunch of greens 
running around saying, ‘we’re going to be flooded!’ Suddenly, it’s their 
guys––sort of powerful white male figures saying, ‘my investments are 
going South unless you do something, and I’m not going to have 
enough money for your campaign’. You know, that kind of dynamic. It 
had a lot of impact when it came out.  

 

Similarly, a civic engagement consultant working with the City of Copenhagen recognized the 

municipality’s resilience strategy as closely aligned with its mandate for economic growth, 

saying:  

 

We sort of had this creative city framework. And I wouldn’t see climate 
resilience as something new. (...) I would say it’s a part of it. It’s right 
within the framework of the creative class, maybe not the creative city 
in itself, but the whole idea of attracting the right people to create or 

 
6 Risky Business Project (2014) Risky Business: The Economic Risks of Climate Change In The United States. 

Available here: https://riskybusiness.org/report/national/ 

https://riskybusiness.org/report/national/
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generate growth in your city is very, very much in the green growth 
strategy of Copenhagen, for example.  

 

This ideological alignment, in turn, allows municipal actors and their partners to open up new 

market opportunities, first and foremost by building a case for the funding of resilience 

initiatives themselves. Key informant interviews revealed two compelling instances of this. In 

the first example, the Foundation employee explained how membership to the organization’s 

resilience network came with a series of offerings that went beyond simple knowledge-sharing, 

including an explicit partnership-building mandate with other economic actors, which she 

described this way:  

 

Our partnership with the City has four core offerings (...) and the fourth 
is called our platform offering: trying to build a market for resilience-
building tools, and bridge the market, and prove to the market that 
there’s a need for private, non-profit NGOs to partner with cities in this 
unique way on building resilience. So we’ve lined up a really strong 
cohort of platform partners that these cities can integrate with. We’re 
trying to build that visibility internationally and nationally. They’re as 
diverse as data mining firms to Foundations based in Asia to help 
address those national and international concerns as well.  

 

The same business case can be made by presenting resilience in a friendly light to economic 

actors who may otherwise be threatened by the constraints that an environmental agenda 

may imply (e.g. through stricter regulations that constrain the pursuit of growth or challenge 

continuous economic growth in the first place). Here, a member of Solidarity NYC, a 

grassroots collective of organizers and academics advancing New York City’s sol idarity 

economy, reflects on how Mayor Bloomberg was successful in neutralizing the ‘threat’ of 

resilience by aligning and molding it to pre-existing interests:  

 
 
Because it’s a real estate thing––everything in New York City is about 
real estate––so real estate and construction, retrofits and redesign, 
was part of [Bloomberg’s thinking]: ‘how are we going to get this to be 
friendly to, like, Wall Street and the real estate trade, the unions, 
etcetera?’ And so threading that needle really meant speaking about 
the buildings, and changing them.   
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Referencing the climate initiatives of other cities, receiving training in resilience-

thinking, and turning perceived threats into economic opportunities can all double as 

successful strategies to shape the framing and direction of resilience efforts in urban spaces. 

Rather than insisting on its value-neutral standing, however, unpacking the political and 

economic interests embedded within mainstream narratives presents an important opportunity 

to better understand who and what these programs are actually intended for. The next section 

investigates some of the ways in which specific visions of resilience are constructed and 

advanced through storytelling and other discursive tools.  

 

3.6 The Strategic Role of Terminological Ambiguity   

 

As the accounts above suggest, official narratives present a strong link between 

resilience and green growth, with the two terms treated almost as coterminous and virtually 

inseparable. In official narratives, the purposely flexible definition of resilience is employed to 

validate existing mandates––or, where the fit is not immediate, distorted––in support of 

predetermined goals. Far from being a given, however, their implicit coupling is a political 

calculation that is perpetuated with the aim of achieving particular socio-economic outcomes. 

A Danish organizer who works alongside trade unions to make sustainable transitions more 

inclusive commented on the vagueness and confusion that terms like ‘sustainability’ and 

‘resilience’ elicit, expressing frustration at this terminological ambiguity: 

  
 
What is ‘more sustainable’? There’s nothing called more sustainable 
because it’s either sustainable or it falls apart. So it’s, like, one of the 
concepts that’s been destroyed completely. And now with resilience 
coming in, there’s no word... it’s called something else in Danish but 
even NGOs use the word resilient. And l’m like, ‘what is that word?’  

 

His comment is especially revealing because it highlights how local actors must conform to 

the vocabulary espoused by official narratives––primarily by adopting the same terminology, 

even with a different one may already exist––in order to receive funding and/or be taken 
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seriously. The member of Solidarity NYC had this to say about his group’s use of the word 

resilience in their report, Growing a Resilient City7:    

 
 
[We were] thinking from a marketing position, so that Foundations 
might be willing to read it, and look at it, and then (...) fund some of the 
solidarity economy organizing work. And especially ‘cause it was right 
after Sandy, so Foundations sort of operate on this disaster response 
mode of ‘what’s the thing now?’ Like, post-Katrina what I would do was 
always ‘post-Katrina work’ about equitable rebuilding––and resilience 
came into that, too but, after Sandy, it was even more baked in 
because the disaster scope of Sandy was not as severe as Katrina. 
New York City didn’t feel decimated as a whole city, [but with] the 
infrastructures of the media and Foundations being located in New 
York City, the narratives around resilience and rebuilding took much 
quicker here (...) [It] was very much in that specific context a result of 
framing it [as] Sandy/post-Sandy and [in a] Foundation-facing 
direction. But there is that cynical element to it in terms of marketing.  

 

The terminological ambiguity espoused by official narratives is significant because it 

inevitably gives rise to problematic and often conflicting implementation of resilience projects 

on the ground.  Checker (2011) provides compelling instances of the political and contradictory 

nature of urban resilience planning in her analysis of New York City’s climate strategy, 

particularly its impact on the local communities caught up in Harlem’s wave of ‘eco-

gentrification’. In what she describes as “a process of greening and whitening at once” (216), 

her study of New York City’s official climate plan, PlaNYC, revealed a “paradoxical” (212) clash 

of competing interests not only between local communities and municipal governments, but 

often between municipal departments themselves. The plan, which includes 127 initiatives 

ranging from affordable housing to reduced carbon emissions, is emblematic of many of the 

struggles cities face today in balancing environmental goals with development initiatives. 

Checker writes:   

 
For instance, one of the most publicized parts of the plan includes the 
planting of one million street trees by 2030, but the City also approved 
large-scale developments that destroyed hundreds of existing trees 
(Mason, 2008). Similarly, while the plan promotes biking and transit-
oriented development, the Mayor’s Office has also encouraged 
several large-scale car-based development projects. In addition, new 

 
7 Solidarity NYC (2013) Growing a Resilient City: Possibilities for Collaboration in New York City’s Solidarity 

Economy. Available here: http://solidaritynyc.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/Growing-A-Resilient-City-
SolidarityNYC-Report.pdf 

http://solidaritynyc.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/Growing-A-Resilient-City-SolidarityNYC-Report.pdf
http://solidaritynyc.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/Growing-A-Resilient-City-SolidarityNYC-Report.pdf
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waterfront developments proliferate along New York City’s coasts, 
regardless of the plan’s warnings about sea level. 

 

Similar tensions were identified in Copenhagen by a sustainable transitions expert 

involved in the City’s planning projects. Here she reflects on how the ambiguous engagement 

with growth is resulting in competing priorities even within the same project:   

 

With the development project I work with they said in advance, ‘we 
want it to be carbon neutral, we want it to be car-free, want it to be this 
and that’, but they plan the car traffic or the car infrastructure based on 
an expected growth of car traffic [as] 2%  annually. And, I mean, how 
can you have a desire to eliminate car traffic and then plan for growth? 
I mean, that’s a paradox.  

 

While Copenhagen is widely known internationally as a bike-friendly city and an authority in 

the field of sustainable transportation planning, this growth in car traffic is largely kept outside 

of the City’s international messaging, arguably because there is internal awareness that any 

attention on this form of urban planning would clash with marketing and branding efforts 

elsewhere. Nevertheless, it interestingly also translated into the design of Copenhagen’s 

Klimakvarter, the city’s first ‘climate adapted neighbourhood’. The municipal employee closely 

involved in the management of the project acknowledged, for example, that even within the 

context of climate adaptation the City had to yield to the population’s demand to accommodate 

rising rates of car ownership and the corresponding need for parking spaces.  In his words:   

 
In very broad terms, we have the principles for cloud burst planning, 
we have the principles for climate adaptation for everyday rains, and 
then we have some principles for how we want to design the streets. 
So, for example, optimize the streets for where people would like to 
sit, and how. And, of course, we have principles saying we won’t take 
away any parking spaces because that’s also just something we’ll 
have to accept. A local demand.  

 

Despite the growing realization that the climate ambitions of cities may clash with their 

day-to-day operations (and that tensions between environment and economy have yet to be 

reconciled), plans like New York City’s and Copenhagen’s are celebrated worldwide for their 

vision and ambition––even in the  early stages of implementation, when there may not be 

sufficient data to accurately estimate their impact. The value of cities’ climate action plans, in 
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fact, seems to lie rather in their uptake as ‘policy mobilities’ (McCann, 2017)––that is, in 

whether city-sponsored climate interventions are embraced by other actors as vehicles for the 

export of (self-proclaimed) innovative solutions to other jurisdictions. In the urban climate 

context, what makes policy mobility valuable to municipal actors and their partners is that they 

are “directly related to political and policy-related processes that often ‘lock-in’ decision-

making within specific ‘pathways of the possible’” (Wilson, 2013). This enclosure of the 

possible, in turn, serves to influence public imagination by steering it in the direction most 

useful to those who wield both money power and definitional power. Such an enclosure finds 

significant expression in the way that the concept of ‘green growth’ itself is treated as an 

untouchable given within official city narratives. The sustainable transitions expert for 

Copenhagen put it this way:   

 
 
No one has really questioned the whole green growth thing because 
what you really -- you just basically use the green path to legitimate 
the growth path. (...) So if people can challenge you on, ‘well, growth 
is not good’, then you say, ‘well, but if it’s green, it’s good, and we can 
all agree at once [on] anything that’s green’, and that makes it even 
harder to raise the debate because if you start questioning green 
growth you basically also question... well, you don’t want a green 
future.  

 

This ideological constraint is strong, and it precludes meaningful debate or challenge. There 

is little room in mainstream narratives for questioning the desirability of green growth, and with 

growth so intimately tied to political outcomes, even those in oppositional positions must 

question continued growth with caution. The Danish organizer from Copenhagen explained it 

this way:   

 

Even amongst politicians way to the left, it’s been really difficult for 
them to try to turn their back to growth. (...) You can hear them say it 
today, but still the projects that they are involved with [are] a little bit of 
everything. And they say that that’s the way that they negotiate: ‘they 
have to’; ‘it’s a give and take’. And that’s how they sort of say that 
everything [they do] is the best that they can do.  

 

Flagship projects and eco-solutions can be used to negotiate financial benefits, and 

that in part explains the hesitation to directly confront the issue of green growth. Leveraging 

the evocative power of policy mobilities, municipalities can capitalize on the interest in 
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resilience to raise funds for projects within domestic borders. Klimakvarter’s representative, 

for example, recalls how the seeds for the climate-adapted square were planted once 

Copenhagen won the title of European Green Capital in 2014. The interest the project 

generated abroad proved to be of strategic value in itself, opening opportunities to secure 

additional funding. In his words:  

 

In the early start, one of the things that really got us a lot of goodwill in 
the community was that we could say, ‘hey, the world is actually 
looking at us, because they think the master plan is brilliant, so let’s do 
this!’ (...) We took the money that we could and said we’ll apply the 
money for Tåsinge Plads if we can find the rest from the climate 
adaptation team or from the associate company. And l think at least 
partly because of the European Green Capital, then the climate 
adaptation team said ‘yes, we also want to have a project (...) we have 
a local political wish for it and we’ll do it’.  

 

Indeed, once a city comes to be celebrated for its innovativeness that praise can be leveraged 

to generate further enthusiasm in the form of support from residents, who are told they can 

feel proud to live in a city other look up to. As the sustainable transitions expert in Copenhagen 

explains:   

 
 
I mean, we’re such a small country. We’re so insignificant. I mean, I 
went to Shanghai in the fall and there’s five times Denmark’s 
population in one city. We’re so insignificant. Whenever the world 
starts -- if they just mention Noma, the restaurant, or Copenhagen 
cycling, we get so proud in our own humble way. I mean, we’re just 
falling down our chairs and thinking like [we matter]. This whole ‘we’re 
all looking at Copenhagen’ makes us feel like we matter and [that] we 
really get it. It creates a momentum which is really strong.  

 

Celebration, however, can be purposefully distracting. Reflecting on the nature of 

mainstream resilience as a form of biogovernmentality, Vrasti and Michelsen (2017) make the 

interesting observation that while in social-ecological literatures the concept continues for the 

most part to retain a positive connotation (primarily in relation to sustainable resource 

management), shifting the focus to a socio-political framing reveals a “rather conservative, 

indeed pacifying, rationality of governance” (1). DeVerteuil and Golubchikov (2016) offer  a 

more nuanced take, arguing that resilience per se is not inherently negative or positive but, 

rather, that it requires a firm grasp of who is “wielding it” (144) in order to discern what political 
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purposes it is being asked to serve. Since resilience is increasingly being employed to “prop 

up” (ibid.) the dominant system, and that today this system is neoliberal in its orientation, 

resilience-thinking itself is therefore being imbued with the same kind of values. The next 

section explores some of the ways in which the values embedded in public-facing messaging 

oftentimes clash with the lived experience of local residents, as documented through the 

personal and professional experiences of key informants.  

 

3.7 Bouncing Back and the Devolution of Risk    

 

The emphasis on bounce back is the cornerstone of official resilience narratives. On 

the surface, cities and individuals alike are praised for how quickly they are able to rebound 

from catastrophe, for how much of a disturbance they are able to endure with minimal 

disruption. Below the surface, however, the insistence on bouncing back serves a different 

purpose: that of socializing the public to a mindset of volatility and continuous recovery. A 

public space advocate in New York City had a lot to say about the emphasis currently at play 

in official narratives of resilience. In his words:   

So we’re getting used to the language, and it’s so exciting – ’ya, let’s 
be resilient!’ But resilient really implies that you’re recovering. Like, 
why can’t we just be ok?  Can’t we talk about living in places that aren’t 
constantly threatened by Superstorms and horrible draughts and heat 
waves and blizzards?  Do we really need to normalize that or should 
[we] be saying that’s not good? (...) If we’re shifting from talking about 
sustainability to thinking about resilience, I would much rather stay with 
sustainability as the buzzword, because I would rather talk about that. 
That seems much healthier to me than having everyone mentally 
preparing themselves for the apocalypse, and we’re all just going to 
normalize the apocalypse.  

 

As the comment above implies, there currently isn’t much room in mainstream 

interpretations of resilience to question what it is exactly that resilience subjects are bouncing 

back to, or why bouncing back is required in the first place. Instead, the twinning of the two 

terms advances the narrative that to cope in the world is to be exposed to risk, where the 

expectation is to give up presumptions of safety while being agnostic and uncritical about the 

changes at hand (Vrasti and Michealsen, 2016). Being agnostic serves the important function 

of neutralizing any alternative strategy, narrative, or critique that could disrupt the status quo 

(that is, disrupt pathways to continued economic growth). Rather, the aim is to socialize the 
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public to a new social order in which relying on the state to prioritize social and economic 

wellbeing may no longer be a realistic or effective way of addressing climate-related issues.   

Kirchhoff et al. (2010) see this individualist bias as a cultural one, a natural progression 

for Anglo-Saxon countries which have for a long time emphasized individual responsibility and 

personal wellbeing as separate from community or state-centered mandates. The result is that 

bouncing back becomes coterminous with “responsible conduct” (Joseph, 2013: 40), which 

demands that individuals on the ground play a growing role in ensuring their own risk 

management through a process of personal “responsibilization” (Keil, 2014).  While this shift 

may at first seem a subtle discursive one, the experiences of key informants in New York City 

point to repercussions that are far from subtle in real life.  Here, a senior representative of 

Ready Red Hook––a residents’ collective formed during Hurricane Sandy to organize the 

emergency preparedness and resilience response of the community––comments on how the 

group had to re-orient their efforts after suffering from insufficient institutional support during 

the disaster:   

 

I think their whole idea is ‘outside help is great, but it’s not something 
we can count on’. As a community we need to find a way to lean on 
each other’s resources to definitely survive through a disaster 
scenario, but also use that as a springing point for seeing the problems 
that exist in the community. The problems that existed before Sandy, 
Sandy brought them into focus.  

 

Similarly, with climate change acting as an amplifier of human rights and other social justice 

issues, the program director of a New York neighbourhood Foundation had this to say about 

the mental shift that took place for him and the communities he serves following Hurricane 

Sandy:   

 
My town and a quarter of my country is going to disappear. Folks 
started to think about emergency response for ourselves ‘cause we 
can’t rely on government to provide that.  I wasn’t here, but what was 
happening a lot after 9/11, now it’s happening in response to extreme 
weather events.  

 
 

While greater local say over how and when a place should plan for its own resilience 

could be considered a positive development, the current paradigm is devolving into what Peck 
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and Tickell (2002: 386) call “responsibility without power” (see also Bulley, 2013).  

Communities aren’t truly empowered to make their voice heard and to take charge, they are 

simply asked to choose between a limited set of options––but options that expect of them to 

take “knock after knock” (MacKinnon and Derickson, 2012: 255) and to bounce back time and 

time again.  The experience in Red Hook revealed two telling instances of this. Here the Ready 

Red Hook representative shares two examples of how a lack of community say limited local 

recovery efforts after Sandy. The first is a case of insurance policy determining a return to the 

status quo without consideration for ecological vulnerability:   

 
 
More than 50% [of the community] is in public housing, and they’re all 
high-rises. The power going out [during Sandy] was a real issue. (...) 
70% of the neighborhood was flooded. All basements were flooded. 
They had to close the schools down. That took a really long time. 
Fairway [Market] was closed for more than a year. Have you seen 
Fairway? It’s right on the water. It got flooded, but they got all the 
insurance money and there’s no difference. There’s this huge parking 
lot behind Fairway, what if they had built it on stilts? That makes sense. 
They’re on the water, they are going to get flooded. It’s an insurance 
thing. They won’t get the insurance unless they build it like that again. 
It’s so short-sighted.  

 

The second is a case of municipal funding priorities limiting the ability of residents to rebuild 

according to local needs, as told through the lens of the city’s Build It Back program:   

 
 
[There were] a lot of fraught relationships in the community, because 
the grants were structured so a lot of businesses didn’t get support. 
They only recently changed the small business mode. A lot of local 
retail owners are also residents, so they were hit very badly. I talked 
to this one local restaurant owner: they were in a mess and wouldn’t 
get any money from the insurance until they showed what was 
purchased in terms of equipment. And, on the other hand, there were 
business loans for facade improvements. She could have applied for 
the boiler, [but] they could only use it for a pretty storefront. That’s 
some of the bureaucratic mess.  

 

The Build It Back program proved especially controversial for residents, not only in Red Hook, 

but throughout New York (Honan, 2019; Milman, 2017; New York City Comptroller, 2015; 

Buettner and Chen, 2014). While the majority of the City’s public-facing messaging hailed it 

as a success (NYC Recovery, n.d.; NYC, 2013a; NYC, 2013b), several key informants had a 

different perception of its impact on the ground. Here, a post-Sandy recovery volunteer reflects 
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on how the program’s ‘business as usual’ mindset affected the efficacy and disbursement of 

funds, leaving residents to reconcile those tensions on their own. In her words:   

 

What happens is that the money that we get to rebuild our houses––
strictly from Build It Back––the grant money doesn’t necessarily 
include [elevation] in its funding. So, for example, if you’re a sixty five-
year old homeowner in Gerritsen Beach, and you’re told now that you 
have to elevate––and you have to elevate to twelve or fourteen feet 
above––you know, at that point, who’s going to pay? (...) It becomes 
almost unmanageable. So we still haven’t figured that piece out.  

 

Reinforcing the need to adapt in the face of volatility thus becomes an invitation to 

overlook the political motives woven into mainstream resilience planning. This way, rather than 

an overtly authoritarian intervention, governance objectives are achieved in subtler (though 

still aggressive) ways, moving through civic institutions, the market, and even interpersonal 

relations (Keil, 2014). Unlike the overtly disciplinary kind of power that employs surveillance 

and control of bodies to achieve political goals, this form of governmentality operates from a 

distance (Joseph, 2013), through mechanisms that emphasize flexible adaptation by way of 

rebuilding challenges, funding contests, and even insurance guidelines.   

The subtle power of this governmentality is consistent with what Peck and Tickell 

(2002) call the “roll-out” phase of institution-building, where aggression is replaced by softer 

mechanisms such as private-public partnerships, design programs, and self-described 

participatory processes to (at least on paper) build a stronger civil society. But where 

community participation and inclusion are often invoked and even praised in the climate action 

plans of cities, in practice they are often treated as an afterthought. They are rarely formalized 

and operationalized alongside ‘hard’ metrics and benchmarks, and when they are there is little 

transparency over the community engagement processes they reference. Here the 

environmental journalist shares an insight from his team’s investigative reports:   

 
Bloomberg’s resiliency plan was conceptually very deeply thought out 
and extensive. And in the immediate aftermath of Sandy, he also really 
helped people to sort of get re-established, but what has seemed to 
happen is [that] this (...) complicated bureaucratic/logistical effort of 
aiding people in recovering their households from damage from Sandy 
got really bogged down (...) The community was basically saying, 
‘we’re not getting any help and, like, we’re having to do this all 
ourselves with our own money, but where’s all the millions of dollars 
that we’re supposed to be getting?’  
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Here is the post-Sandy recovery volunteer again echoing the same sentiment:   

We have an incredibly creaking government machine in New York 
City. (…) What makes us different from other cities is that we have, 
you know -- Build It Back is dealing with at least a dozen different 
agencies and private utilities that need to be coordinated for post-
disaster, federally-funded rebuilding.  It can be a dozen departments, 
and people don’t understand, you know, the immensity of that issue. It 
is ridiculous. Ridiculous.  

 

Similarly, there is little to no acknowledgment of how the current economic system itself 

can erode the adaptive capabilities and resources of local populations, so framings that 

emphasize bouncing back continue to discount the experience of vulnerable demographics 

and treat is as comparable to that of more secure subjects.  As Kelly and Kelly (2017) argue, 

“the story of enclosure, dispossession and the suppression of alternatives that has 

accompanied the ‘invention’ and spread of capitalism can also be read as a story about the 

erosion of household and community resilience” (17). In this sense, speaking of civil society 

involvement and democratic engagement does not translate into a sharing or transfer of power 

but rather into a form of governance-from-afar that does not, in practice, empower the very 

demographic its official narratives claim to want to be working with.  In particular, it is important 

to recognize that economic concerns alone do not sufficiently capture the range of social 

implications that intersect with questions of livability, wellbeing, and safety. As the Ready Red 

Hook representative put so eloquently:  

 

Infrastructure is a big deal, it really is. It’s not just the coastline that 
needs to be protected. If there is going to be another storm but there’s 
serious sewage backup in Red Hook because of the gradients in the 
streets, even a minor rain––not even a hurricane––means flooding 
situations in Red Hook. So there’s a serious problem there that needs 
to be addressed. But our worry is that [it] is going to be an engineering 
situation and not used as a launching pad for addressing other 
community needs.  

 
 

Similarly, the Danish organizer who works on sustainable transitions commented on how the 

support that grassroots groups receive from municipalities and other decision-makers is often 

neutralized by the very ways in which they invest their money elsewhere.  Here, what he calls 
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‘black stuff’ is any activity within the capitalist economic sphere where externalities are not 

taken into account, compared to an idealized version of the ‘green economy’ as articulated by 

grassroots groups pushing for the integration of sustainability, inclusion, and equity into official 

economic spaces.   

Every time you give something to [the] grassroots it’s always like a 
hundred times less than what’s actually going on with the black stuff. 
So even though we have -- it’s possible to get some funding for 
projects––it’s like you get half a million here (and now we’re talking 
Kroner again), half a million or one million––and people get excited: 
‘Oh! l got a million and now I can do this and that!” And l’m always, 
like: ‘fine, but think about this guy, he got a billion to do something that 
goes against what you are doing’.  

 

Resilient spaces are essential to capitalism precisely because they become spaces 

that can periodically be reinvented and reorganized to better meet the demands of growth and 

profit (especially as land and real estate are increasingly confronted by climate crises such as 

natural disasters). In a tangible way, then, vulnerable demographics and regions are 

increasingly faced with the burden of “waves of adaptation and restructuring” (MacKinnon and 

Derickson, 2012: 254) that are integrated into “the infrastructures of everyday life and the 

psychology of citizens” (Walker and Cooper, 2011: 154). In New York, two service design 

experts who work with various levels of government to make them more inclusive reflect on 

the subtle yet significant shift that occurred in recent years with the renaming of the City’s 

sustainability office:  

 
So the original creator of PlaNYC was the Mayor’s Office of Long-Term 
Planning and Sustainability. It is now called the Mayor’s Office of 
Sustainability: the words ‘long-term’ and ‘planning’ are missing.  [It’s a] 
different lens on how to approach this: Bloomberg was more focused 
on long-term planning for the city; we’re focused on the short-term 
vision now.  

 

This is especially troubling as climate change is ramping up at a time of widespread 

austerity that has already weakened many communities, leaving them with fewer material 

resources and stocks of social capital “to ’step up’ to fill the gaps created by state 

retrenchment” (MacKinnon and Derickson, 2012: 263). In addition, responding to climate 

disturbances at the local level comes at a time of high transience for many cities, where ‘pop-

up’ formations––influenced greatly by platforms such as Airbnb and Uber––and privately-

owned public spaces (POPS) are increasingly the norm. Their temporary and ambiguous 
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nature complicates community organizing and significantly impedes the expression of dissent. 

Indeed, these formations are themselves an offshoot of neoliberal urban development, and 

they serve to reproduce, perhaps even lock-in, the broader patterns of social and spatial 

relations that contribute to turbulence and inequality. (If place itself becomes a moving target, 

then any alternative solution will struggle to become rooted in place.) Here, the public space 

advocate in New York reflects on the likely consequences of such an enclosure:  

 

With privatization there are fewer options of where you can go and just 
hang out. There are a lot of places where the activities are very 
circumscribed in terms of what you’re able to do there. And to take it 
to a political level, there’s definitely been a lot––particularly since 
Occupy––of effort to curb any sort of citizen activism. Which, that’s 
really problematic because right now the focus is on police brutality 
and just the NYPD’s tactics in general, but there are a lot of things that 
we could protest (and do from time to time). The focus is just so on the 
big stuff, but making a place less hospitable to that type of citizen 
action––like that large-scale organizing, and giving that away to 
express itself publicly––[they’re] making that more difficult. When 
you’re looking at what is going to be a period of continually rising social 
unrest as the climate gets worse and as more refugees come to places 
like New York, you’re going to have a lot of social tension––and rise in 
that social tension. You’re making it harder for that to express itself, 
and that’s always bad. If there’s no recourse for that, and no relief 
valve (a role that public space has always played), it will still play. It 
will still happen. It will just be uglier.  

 

3.8 Conclusion: Reclaiming Resilience  

 

As documented by key informants in New York City and Copenhagen, municipal 

narratives reveal a strong focus on interventions aimed at protecting the local infrastructure 

and economy, as well as an emphasis on resilience as the ability to quickly and successfully 

bounce back from a climate disturbance. Several themes emerged from the experiences of 

key informants : an ‘official’  vision of resilience as a vehicle for green growth; a narrative of 

leadership and inter-urban competitiveness  invoked  to achieve a reputation for excellence 

and, therefore, increase business opportunities; and a call to respond to the climate crisis 

through better collaboration and more  (technocratic)  innovation, loosely defined. Together, 

these themes seem to contribute to a narrative of resilience that places New York City and 

Copenhagen at the forefront of efforts to merge climate-friendly and business-friendly 

initiatives into a cohesive policy framework.  
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Yet as climate action plans continue to circulate both inside and outside transnational 

municipal networks, they are attracting scrutiny for the ways in which their framings gloss over 

issues of power, justice, and equity (Cote and Nightingale, 2012). An outcome of their apolitical 

framing is that mainstream resilience narratives continue for the most part to be divorced from 

conversations about race, class, cultural diversity, and agency. As a result, official resilience-

thinking is ill-equipped to respond to critiques about inequality and community empowerment 

because it prevents decision-makers from gaining an accurate understanding “of the politics 

that shape all systems in which humans are involved” (Biermann et al., 2016: 61). This opaque 

engagement with power structures is especially problematic because while resilience is 

increasingly looked to by decision-makers as a framework for structuring socio-environmental 

governance, in practice it continues to raise questions about who or what are its intended 

beneficiaries.   

With the growing interest in ‘climate-proofing’ cities many communities are finding their 

local resilience increasingly shaped by external forces (as has been the case for a long time 

in an era of economic globalization––see, for example, O’Brien and Leichenko, 2008.) At the 

same time, the consolidation of neoliberal thinking into urban governance has made it 

challenging to strengthen residents’ economic, social, and environmental capital while 

simultaneously being embedded into a global capitalist system that makes their productivity 

paramount to their survival and wellbeing. With official climate plans’ focus so squarely 

oriented around economic growth and capital accumulation, mainstream policy corridors may 

ultimately make communities more vulnerable as attempts to strengthen one form of capital 

are rolled-out without taking into consideration the effects on other forms of capital (Wilson, 

2013).   

Integral to the establishment of a ‘just resilience’ is the relocalization not only of 

material flows––as cities preoccupied with urban ecological security concern themselves with–

but also and especially of decision-making pathways. Indeed, while “policy corridors shoehorn 

communities into specific decision-making pathways” (Wilson, 2013: 301), it is their societal 

values that ultimately influence what kind of effect the pathway itself will have on local life, 

which is why “the rediscovery of strong resilience has to be an inherently moral process” (306). 

Crucial to advancing a socially just vision of resilience is the subversive “rediscovery of (an 

often lost) ‘cultural repertoire’” (ibid.) through which to demand the integration of wellbeing, 

environmental justice, and the right to the city into the very definition and process of urban 

resilience planning itself. For this to happen, mainstream resilience narratives will need to 

acknowledge and respond to the  socio- economic needs of communities on the ground––

particularly the most vulnerable demographics among them––and acknowledge that the 
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experience of climate change is not linear or homogenous, and therefore resilience itself will 

be shaped by economic, political, and biopsychosocial8  factors.  

Such a stance would shift the governance of resilience as a politically neutral and 

mechanistic process to one that is openly political, relational, and spatial. As DeVerteuil and 

Golubchikov (2016) explain, political because it admits that resilience can be actively 

produced, and that in being produced it can give voice to people who have agency rather than 

being passive recipients of “top-down technical fixes (148)”. Relational because it puts front 

and center the social dynamics and relationships that inform interactions between people, their 

environment, and their needs. Lastly, spatial because by valuing everyday life it grounds 

responses in place, meaning that the call for equity and justice can be reflected in processes 

of spatial justice (Soja, 2010) as well.  

As mainstream resilience-thinking continues to come under scrutiny for its ties to 

neoliberal governance, failing to explicitly address social and environmental justice concerns 

risks turning municipal climate efforts into a ‘resilience for the privileged’ process that is 

divorced from the needs of those on the ground and therefore fails to integrate the calls and 

solutions put forth by civil society. With resilience still steadily gaining recognition in the 

international arena, further research is required to investigate how the framing of official 

narratives affects urban governance and civic engagement in times of rampant climate 

change. The environmental justice piece in particular will be key in counteracting hegemonic 

discourses that appropriate the language of social movements and use them to justify or 

celebrate development projects that often displace vulnerable populations and limit 

opportunities for truly participatory engagement in their roll-out. A critical engagement with 

mainstream resilience narratives therefore offers a timely opportunity to advance social-

ecological agendas that are integrative and explicit in their advancement of wellbeing and 

social justice outcomes. “In other words,”, as Biermann et al. (2016) put it, in safeguarding 

systems “that are worth making and keeping resilient” (74). 

 

 

 
8 The biopsychosocial model recognizes the intertwined influence that biological, psychological, and sociocultural 

processes exert on human health and development (see, for example, Cox et al., 2017; Berzoff, 2011; Melchert; 
2015; Engel, 1977). As a framework for intervention, it is increasingly employed in the context of social work, 
trauma-informed psychotherapy, addiction recovery, medical care and, slowly, disaster relief. Seeing as many 
climate change a ‘meta-issue’ with interlocking and intergenerational consequences, I believe that the 
biopsychosocial model is particularly pertinent to the discussion about resilience and adaptation, and will only 
continue to become more relevant and urgent. 
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4 Narratives of Vulnerability and Resilience: An Investigation of the 

Climate Action Plans of New York City and Copenhagen   

 

 

4.1 Abstract  

 

This paper argues that the rise of a global mainstream resilience narrative is advancing 

a strategically simplified concept of vulnerability that is being exploited to open up lucrative 

new opportunities for profit. In particular, it presents three ways in which mainstream narratives 

are currently masking, if not exacerbating, the vulnerability of residents in New York City and 
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Copenhagen. First, it explores how a technocratic orientation to community engagement is 

affecting local perceptions of participatory processes such as planning consultations and 

visioning exercises. Next, it investigates how the pursuit of business opportunities and a 

reputation for eco-innovation is creating tensions between official and grassroots experiences 

of resilience. Lastly, it discusses some of the ways in which simplistic understandings of 

vulnerability are leading to adverse outcomes––such as eco-gentrification and displacement–

–that are making local communities more, not less, to the impacts of climate change.  

Specifically, the paper addresses how an  undue emphasis on bouncing back comes at the 

expense of a more nuanced assessment of local needs and vulnerabilities (Mikulewicz, in 

press; Bahadur and Tanner, 2014; Béné et al., 2012; Gaillard, 2010) that perpetuates a subtle 

yet powerful narrative that suggests that the real goal of municipal interventions is to minimize 

interruptions to economic activity rather than advancing the safety and wellbeing of urban 

residents (MacKinnon and Derickson, 2012; Pearsall and Pierce, 2010; Warner, 2002).  It 

concludes by arguing that the meaningful integration of diverse perspectives and values is 

integral to the process of giving rise to a critical (counter) narrative of resilience.  

  
 
Keywords:  resilience; vulnerability; community engagement; neoliberal urban governance; 
climate change.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.2 Introduction  

 

In recent years, municipal governments have come together to organize their resilience 

efforts through the creation of climate action plans, by joining transnational municipal 

networks9, participating in international competitions, as well as by seeking financial 

opportunities in the form of public-private partnerships, ‘green’ consulting, and philanthropic 

 
9 Transnational municipal networks (TMNs) are membership-based entities that bring together representatives of 

municipal governments––and, increasingly, philanthropic and business partners––with the aim of furthering 
shared policy goals as well as to collectively influence and advance mutually beneficial agendas (see, for 
example, Bouteligier, 2013; Bulkeley and Kern, 2009). 
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investments (see, for example, Rodin, 2015; C40 Cities, n.d.). As a whole, these mechanisms 

have successfully aligned ecological mandates and economic interests, opening up new 

market opportunities that have given rise to a shared narrative about resilience. Today, this 

mainstream narrative holds enormous influence over how resilience is defined and 

operationalized in municipal settings. It does so in two key ways: by insisting on the ability to 

bounce back from a disturbance as the primary attribute (and outcome) of resilience planning, 

and by using this lens to determine what counts as valid, scalable, and desirable when 

planning interventions on the ground (Michelsen 2017; North, et al., 2017; DeVerteuil and 

Golubchikov, 2016).   

In this paper, I argue that the rise of a global mainstream resilience narrative is 

advancing a strategically simplified concept of vulnerability that is being exploited to open up 

advance the interests of urban elites. I focus, in particular, on three key features of this 

narrative to illustrate the ways in which neoliberal interests are currently influencing municipal 

climate mandates. The first is the framing of resilience as a technocratic issue. By 

overwhelmingly restricting the scope of their interventions to infrastructural upgrades and 

‘smart’ investments, municipalities privilege the perspectives of experts such as urban 

planners, engineers, and economists in order to introduce best practices that have the 

potential to become a “replicable global financial product” (Hodson and Marvin, 2010: 310). 

The technocratic framing, in turn, serves the important function of reinforcing the perception 

of resilience planning as an apolitical and value-neutral process, where projects are presented 

as “sensible” (North et al., 2017: 3) and necessary measures, and not as the socio-political 

and economic interventions in the built environment that they truly are. Lastly, by conflating 

resilience with bouncing back, this narrative successfully narrows down complex social-

ecological analyses of vulnerability into a more manageable––thus easier to manipulate––

idea of resilience, one that largely excludes and discounts community values, needs, and 

experiences (Fainstein, 2018; Leitner et al., 2018; Powell et al., 2014).   

Together, these three features work to naturalize the idea that, in a climate-changed 

world, protecting the economic interests of urban elites is the best and most efficient way to 

guarantee the safety and survival of cities. Crucially, this business-friendly stance also works 

to neutralize any alternative strategy, narrative, or critique that could disrupt the status quo 

(that is, disrupt pathways to continued economic growth). The result is limited democratic 

debate about what exactly urban residents are bouncing back to, as well as a version of 

resilience that is more linear and fixed than dynamic and complex (Kelly and Kelly, 2017; 

Zebrowski and Sage, 2017).   
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Far from being dismissed wholesale, however, resilience remains an important 

concept for many community organizers and critical scholars, for whom it offers an avenue 

through which to demand both social and institutional change. To reclaim its significance and 

clarify its political stance, Cote and Nightingale (2012) suggest stepping away from an 

understanding of resilience as a monolithic and predetermined process. They argue that as 

notions of resilience continue to extend to society, it is important to “capture how power and 

competing value systems are not external to, but rather integral” (476) to social-ecological 

systems. Instead of relying on abstract and purposefully ambiguous concepts such as 

‘flexibility’, ‘diversity’, and ‘connectivity’, they suggest that it would be more appropriate to have 

the principles of resilience tested on the ground, for them to be “drawn out” (481) of situated 

systems where issues of power and socioeconomic relations are not obscured or neutralized, 

but rather treated as foundational to environmental governance.   

Informed by the experiences of residents in New York City and Copenhagen, I discuss 

three ways in which mainstream resilience is currently masking, if not exacerbating, the 

vulnerability of residents in these cities. I begin by exploring how a technocratic orientation to 

community engagement is affecting local perceptions of participatory processes such as 

planning consultations and visioning exercises. Next, I investigate how the pursuit of business 

opportunities and a reputation for eco-innovation is creating tensions between ‘official’ and 

place-based experiences of resilience. Lastly, I discuss some of the ways in which simplistic 

understandings of vulnerability are leading to adverse outcomes––such as eco-gentrification 

and displacement––that are making communities less safe in the long run. I conclude by 

arguing that the meaningful integration of diverse perspectives and values is integral to the 

process of giving rise to a critical (counter-)narrative of resilience.   

 

 

4.3 Literature Review: Rethinking Vulnerability  

 

Kaijser and Kronsell (2014) argue that institutional actors seeking solutions to 

environmental problems often do not take into account the ways in which power structures 

and social relations intersect, dismissing or at best underestimating the need for a thoughtful 

and critical engagement with histories of marginalization, disempowerment, and inequality that 

come into play in the work of seeking just solutions to the climate crisis. For this reason, they 

suggest it is necessary “not only to look for the adverse impacts of climate change on 
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‘vulnerable’ groups, but also to shed light on and problematize norms and underlying 

assumptions that are naturalized and regarded as common sense” (428) within dominant 

discourses. In the case of municipal resilience planning, this naturalization finds its most 

widespread expression in official documents such as climate adaptation and urban resilience 

plans (from now on simply referred to as ‘climate plans’). As a whole, these documents 

encapsulate a city’s official stance on climate change, outlining such details as a municipality’s 

reading of its main ecological threats, its proposed strategies to respond to them, and policy 

mechanisms for implementing solutions on the ground. The plans as a standalone document 

or select strategies within them may then travel across the world in the form of best practices 

and exportable solutions (McCann, 2017; Hodson and Marvin, 2010) that are recognized and 

shared primarily through transnational municipal networks and, increasingly, through the 

social media channels of municipalities themselves.   

For Forester (1980), the organizational and political contexts of planning practices can 

be considered “structures of selective attention” (276) through which experts shape and justify 

policy priorities. As framework documents, climate plans play a significant role in shaping the 

governance of climate change in cities. To date, however, the prominence of these outputs 

has produced controversial results. On the one hand, climate plans have become sources of 

inspiration for municipalities. Innovative proposals and best practices continue to be one of 

the most powerful strategies for the “organizing of hope” (Sandercock, 2003: 18)––a way for 

municipalities to use the evocative power of storytelling to mobilize resources, generate 

consensus, and build a reputation for innovation. On the other hand, their narrative has 

consolidated an ‘official’ view of resilience that takes resources and attention away from local 

or alternative perspectives. For example, the same success stories that are celebrated 

internationally may be leading to adverse impacts for local residents––for example, in the form 

of housing insecurity and increased economic disparity (Fullilove and Cantal-Dupart, 2016; 

Checker, 2011; Dooling, 2009)––that are little discussed in the forums where these best 

practices circulate. With little visibility these experiences, in turn, may ultimately make 

residents more vulnerable to the multifaceted impacts of the climate crisis.   

For this reason, Wilson (2013) suggests that the ability to adapt to disturbances should 

not be divorced from an understanding of how cultural and historical contexts influence the 

values and actions of actors involved in climate planning. In particular, he is keen to shed light 

on the social, political, or economic drivers that intersect with vulnerability, and that therefore 

exert influence over readings of resilience on the ground. Cote and Nightingale (2012: 482) 

similarly ask: “Does the resilience of some livelihoods result in the vulnerability of others? Do 

specific social institutional processes that encourage social inequalities have implications for 
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the resilience of these groups?” Building on Haraway (1991), they argue that “resilience cannot 

be ‘seen from nowhere’”––that is, it cannot continue to explain ecological and social dynamics 

if it doesn’t open up to interrogating “the role of power and culture in adaptive capacity” (Cote 

and Nightingale (2012: 481). Doing so would provide a valuable blueprint for questioning which 

outcomes are desirable, and whether and how they should be privileged over others. As they 

point out, these are issues “which do not lend themselves well to modelling”, but nevertheless 

inform the “scope of possibilities available to individuals, groups and societies to respond to 

change” (480).  

Calling for the integration of a critical lens to the conversation about resilience, 

Biermann et al. (2016) conducted content and network analyses of the journal  Ecology and 

Society–– as they write, “the longest standing journal with an explicit commitment to resilience” 

(65)––to determine how its authors engaged social theory in their discussions of power, 

justice, and equity (what collectively they call “the politics of resilience” [60]). Their objective 

was to identify the kind of sources authors were drawing from when discussing such issues, 

and whether there was a critical theory component to their analyses. From a pool of 289 

relevant records, their study found that nearly a quarter of all citations in discussions related 

to the politics of resilience came from disciplines that are “primarily non-critical” (66) such as 

biology, business, and environmental management. Significantly, it also found that the 

desirability of resilience frameworks was “presumed” (71) rather than being the subject of 

debate or inquiry10.  

This level of interest, they argue, could in part be traced to the journal’s strong roots in 

ecology, which makes it more prone to rely on the views of scholars from related positivist 

fields. However, being the journal of reference for many even outside the discipline, Ecology 

and Society’s influence and perceived authority on the matter translate into hegemonic 

dominance in scientific, political, and economic realms. As the authors point out, the articles 

studied in their research are all highly cited by virtue of being comprehensive review articles 

that explain “how to do resilience well”, and therefore exert significant narrative influence “by 

privileging a highly scientised and prescriptive definition of what needs to be kept resilient, to 

what and for whom” (71). They continue: “In this sense, power, justice and equity become 

handmaiden to applied resilience, rather than resilience being a vehicle for achieving more 

just and equitable social and social–ecological relations” (ibid).   

 
10 This finding is consistent with Kirchhoff et al. (2010)'s critique of cultural bias, which presumes resilience's 

universal validity regardless of cultural differences or needs, and discounts the existence of maladaptive 
behaviours that may lock communities into patterns of 'negative' resilience that have the potential to hinder 
climate adaptation. 
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Planning interventions from a technocratic stance strategically shifts attention away 

from questions of equity and social justice (Smith and Sterling, 2010), de-emphasizing the 

need for a well-rounded definition and assessment of vulnerability that takes into account the 

already uneven effects of what  Fullilove and Cantal-Dupart  (2016: 216) term “the urbanism 

of upheaval”. With its focus on growth and competition, the authors argue that neoliberalism’s 

logic has given rise to interventions in the built environment that have not only affected spatial 

configurations but also social relations and human health. Their work sees the destruction of 

neighbourhoods brought on by processes such as gentrification as a “fundamental cause of 

disease” (ibid.) where the erosion of social, cultural, political, and economic resources that 

come with displacement––and, increasingly, racial and economic segregation––accelerates 

inequality and isolates already vulnerable demographics. While Fullilove and Cantal-Dupart’s 

study does not explicitly address climate change, their findings are nevertheless useful in a 

discussion about vulnerability because they highlight the ways in which uneven urban 

development can directly influence the health and wellbeing of local communities. Adding a 

climate lens to the discussion only makes the importance of considering the politics of 

resilience more urgent.   

At present, issues of equity and social justice do not adequately figure in mainstream 

conversations about urban climate resilience, particularly in cities (Cretney, 2014; Fainstein, 

2014; Pearsall and Pierce, 2010). For example, mainstream resilience largely does not 

acknowledge that climate change is likely to fracture existing social networks and strain 

interpersonal ties (Clayton et al., 2017; APA, 2009), whether that’s because of displacement–

–especially for already marginalized communities––or experiences of distress such as trauma, 

grief, and overwhelm that frequently accompany a climate disruption (Cunsolo Willox et al., 

2013; Rigby et al., 2011; Berry et al., 2010). Yet addressing the impacts of climate change will 

require a cohesive, well-developed framework to ensure that risks and opportunities are 

distributed fairly across diverse populations, especially in light of their pre-existing needs and 

vulnerabilities. Greater vulnerability has been linked with lower levels of social cohesion, 

higher rates of social inequality, and higher distrust between residents and institutions (Norris 

et al., 2008). These ramifications, while severely overlooked by mainstream resilience’s 

framing of vulnerability, are significant because greater fragmentation is strongly linked with 

social exclusion––understood not just in terms of social disconnection, but also of diminished 

participation in the economy (Fritze et al., 2008). Diminished participation in the economy, in 

turn, affects workplaces, households, and tax bases, and compromises both access to and 

delivery of social services. (For cities concerned with the pursuit of green growth and economic 

efficiency, such outcomes must surely be concerning).  
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Understanding climate resilience as more complex and nuanced than simply a matter 

of emission control or flood prevention is one way to acknowledge that we live in a state of 

“shared precarity” (Butler, 2004) with one another––that is, to acknowledge that risks and 

vulnerabilities affect individuals and communities, not just infrastructure and economic assets. 

Here, carving out a space for local and ‘alternative’ understandings of resilience is a way to 

articulate needs, values, and demands otherwise not recognized by mainstream culture. What 

Kirmayer et al. (2011: 86) call “narrative resilience” is one avenue to counteract the influence 

that mainstream discourses exert over understandings of vulnerability and, therefore, 

programmatic priorities at the municipal level. As they write, narrative resilience could be an 

avenue to “affirm core values and attitudes needed to face challenges and generate creative 

solutions to new predicaments” (ibid.).  Indeed, one way to challenge the apolitical framing of 

resilience is to explicitly question the values and moral orientation embedded in its mainstream 

narrative. Doing so could double as a strategy to rethink the status quo, in so doing articulating 

what an improved or alternative understanding of the return state might be. For example, 

DeVerteuil and Golubchikov (2016) identify three entry points for the redemption of resilience 

as a critical concept: the recognition that resilience can support alternative practices that 

directly challenge neoliberal ones; the understanding of resilience as a dynamic, rather than 

pre-determined, process; and the acknowledgment that foundational to the purpose of 

resilience is survival, and that therefore resilience itself can act “as a precursor to more 

obviously transformative action such as resistance” (146).    

To date, what has allowed climate plans to spread so successfully is in large part tied 

to their seductive narrative of mastery and control in times of volatility. This messaging 

however is misleading at best, because the emphasis is disproportionately placed on a very 

narrow outcome––signaling to global financial elites that cities have done the work of securing 

an environment that remains friendly to their business operations––that is then promoted as 

beneficial to an entire city (Diprose, 2014).  In a climate-changed world, Keil (2009) reminds 

us that the work of resilience-building should rather be a well-rounded and preventative 

process that takes place before the moment of rupture, one that is intentional about prioritizing 

those aspects of urban life that remain unsolved and under-resourced. He writes: “We learned 

from Hurricane Katrina that dealing with disaster does not start once the dam breaks but has 

to begin in the preparation and affirmative action taken to support the infrastructures of the 

neighbourhoods and worlds in which the poor and disadvantaged live their everyday lives” 

(242).  The rest of the paper explores local perceptions of official climate plans in Copenhagen 

and New York City, particularly how participatory planning processes are perceived by 
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residents, and whether municipal plans adequately respond to community needs and values 

on the ground.  

 

4.4 Methodology  

 

This research followed a mixed-methods approach that drew on qualitative methods 

such as key informant interviews and content analysis to investigate community perceptions 

and experiences of municipal climate planning in New York City and Copenhagen. The two 

cities were selected as case studies in light of their history of climate leadership, and for the 

influence they exert over discursive framings of resilience and its best practices worldwide.  

The selection of key informants was based on personal knowledge of, or connection to, 

resilience planning efforts in the two cities. Participants included a municipal employee 

involved in the management of a flagship climate adaptation site, representatives of 

philanthropic organizations involved in the funding of resilience initiatives, thematic experts 

working as municipal consultants on local sustainability projects, and other members of civil 

society. Additionally, a systematic review of New York City and Copenhagen’s official climate 

plans was conducted to better understand how vulnerability was conceptualized by the two 

cities in their official literature, and how community participation was being sought by the 

municipalities. In particular, I employed an abductive approach to coding to investigate how 

vulnerability was being framed in these documents,  with special emphasis on what  was 

categorized as a threat, what response mechanisms were being advanced to mitigate 

vulnerability, and who or what were the intended beneficiary of proposed municipal 

interventions.  

 

4.5 People versus Profit: Community Engagement in the Resilience Planning 

Process  

 

The climate plans of New York City and Copenhagen are replete with statements 

assuring the public that their frameworks are comprehensive and act in consideration of 

residents and their needs,  yet concrete  indicators  assigned to social or community goals are 

often missing from these documents––unlike infrastructural and economic interventions, 

which are meticulously visualized through captivating graphics and occupy the majority of the  

plans’  pages. In Copenhagen’s case (2011), the City states that the aim of its plan “is to 

protect the city, its citizens, the business community and the city’s many assets”. In the same 



 
 

 

98 
 

sentence it clarifies, though, that “the plan is also a development plan, focused on 

opportunities” (63). Because green growth is a primary objective of its adaptation strategy, the 

City aims to enter “into various types of networks that have knowledge of the needs and 

opportunities of the international market”, as well as to create “contact with research and 

business networks with the right knowledge and motivation” (65). In so doing, the City 

prioritizes partnership-building and knowledge-exchange over collaboration with local 

residents, with the result that, throughout the entirety of its 100-page adaptation plan, a direct 

mention to community engagement only appears four times. Of these four instances, however, 

none of them include explicit mentions to gathering citizen input, co-creating responses, or 

jointly identifying priorities. Rather, contact with the public is conceived in a top-down way, 

where municipal employees  receive training on how  to educate the public on the impacts of 

climate change, and where the City is responsible for “passing knowledge to the public and 

businesses on options for climate-proofing” (71) assets (with the aim, however, to promote 

“private measures” for doing so [28]).   

Similarly, in New York City the local Climate Change Adaptation Task Force worked 

closely with more than “40 public and private infrastructure operators” (PlaNYC, 2013: 27) to 

evaluate risks to the city’s assets. This collaboration resulted in strategies that informed the 

direction of PlaNYC, the City’s official climate plan, which now emphasizes the importance of 

“making investments in smart, effective protections” (7) to “further protect the coastline”, 

“strengthen the buildings in which New Yorkers live and work”, as well as harden “all the vital 

systems that support the life of the city” (6). As PlaNYC states, “the city cherishes its 

neighborhoods” and believes the strategies outlined in its climate plan “are designed to benefit 

all of them” (236). At the same time, it admits that PlaNYC “only quantifies the value of losses 

avoided due to future coastal storms” (v) and other extreme weather events, purposefully not 

taking into account other vulnerabilities or losses––such as personal losses––that are likely to 

result from exposure to climate change. Instead, its strategy of smart investments and 

infrastructural upgrades is how the City expects to build a ‘stronger, more resilient’ New York.   

Despite these framings, research increasingly sees the presence of strong social 

relationships as pivotal for community resilience––so crucial that many consider it “far more 

important” (Norris et al., 2008: 141) than official emergency preparedness or climate 

adaptation plans––as it is deemed more reliable in guiding response efforts and providing 

adequate space for recovery (see also, Aldrich, 2017; Solnit, 2009). Reflecting on the 

devastating effects that Hurricane Sandy had on New York City, a local public space advocate 

had this to say about the importance of strong social networks: 
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What happened after Sandy, I think, was so fascinating because so 
much of the important stuff there was not technocratic––and in fact a 
lot of technocratic systems failed miserably. The global cities version 
of resilience is infrastructure projects: it’s levies, massive dunes, and 
all sort of crazy things––which we may need, not to discount that––but 
[the] resilience systems that mattered after Sandy, they were social 
networks. It was people, and it was thousands bringing stuff to the 
church in Fort Greene, and volunteers sorting through everything, and 
people donating cars and trucks... (...) So these networks of people 
are what made the city resilient. It’s amazing to me that we came 
through the process, came out the other side, and we’re still talking 
about resiliency purely in terms of levies and dunes.  

 

As the public space advocate’s response alludes to, despite the decisive role that 

community-led responses play in advancing resilience, mainstream conversations continue to 

privilege infrastructural upgrades and financial investments over interventions that deliberately 

prioritize the experience of residents. In Denmark, an anthropologist specializing in renewable 

energy transitions and behaviour change reflected on the shortcomings of this kind of 

technocratic thinking, mentioning the ways that an emphasis on technological innovation 

discounts lived experience and limits genuine citizen participation in urban planning:  

 

There is still very much an approach which is: ‘if we just develop the 
right technology then, you know, we’ll get this impact’, and I think it’s 
still...the starting point is still that technological advantage, or the 
technical possibility space instead of the citizens and their lives. So it’s 
‘what can be done technologically?’, and then we kind of cut a corner, 
or paint it blue, or paint it red, and then, you know...shove it down the 
citizens’ throats. (...) I think that message kind of needs to get out, you 
know. You can’t just change technology.  

 

Indeed, in municipal climate plans such as the ones cited above, the technocratic and 

apolitical nature of mainstream resilience presumes that technological and infrastructural fixes 

will be enough to generate or maintain the social capital and trust necessary to keep 

communities safe and thriving. In Copenhagen’s case, the municipality is explicit in its position 

that it is “important that the basis for decisions on investments and prioritisations is at a high 

technical level, so that wrong investments are not made” (6). Thus, its strategy is to “establish 

cooperation with the research and business communities on practical measures and selected 

demonstration projects” (64) rather than focusing on strengthening social systems or investing 

in community-based responses.  
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In their work on smart cities, Calzada and Cobo (2015) warn that the “self-declaratory” 

(12) nature of smart municipalities is often accompanied by a set of assumptions about how 

social capital is inherently strengthened by the projects and plug-ins municipal actors (and 

their business partners) propose. Their research suggests that “being digitally connected 

should not be perceived as gaining social capital” (1), because what is at work is not 

relationship but a thin, commercially-mediated alternative where place-based bonds are 

replaced by peer-to-peer networks, and where technologically-enhanced solutions are seen 

as primary community-building mechanisms. The same mechanisms are at play in cities 

seeking resilient status today. For example, this is how the employee of an international 

Foundation involved in the funding of resilience initiatives describes her network’s approach 

to community engagement:  

 

Right at the beginning, we asked for a stakeholder map and asked 
them [the participating cities], ‘how are you going to engage them’. (...) 
‘How do you use new technology to capture this information, especially 
for the youth in a disempowered neighbourhood? And some of them 
are tweeting, how do you gather that information?’ (...) So they 
designed a community engagement process. They’re going to do a 
survey that’s going to hit a lot of people. We’re going to have to go out 
to specific prioritized communities. The struggle is how do you make it 
customer-centric and create that conversation. I think this is potentially 
the space that cities are going to have to innovate on, and it’s an 
ongoing process.   

 

Here, community engagement is still centered around a technocratic approach where 

the emphasis is overwhelmingly placed on information-gathering (through surveys and new 

technology) rather than co-creation, and where the drive to be innovative frames the 

engagement process from one of citizen dialogue to one that is “customer-centric”.  A civic 

engagement expert in Copenhagen spoke to the limitations of this information-gathering 

approach by saying the following:   

 

There’s also a misconception when working with inclusion that we 
get...we have (...) some knowledge out there, and we can go out and 
get that knowledge, and then we can go back, and we can decide 
better. And that’s such a simplistic view where we don’t have to 
change, we just need to know more.  
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Cultivating and supporting strong social ties could instead become an avenue to allow 

communities the opportunity to more equitably participate in the articulation of local resilience 

goals, in so doing diversifying the outcomes of mainstream interventions by encouraging 

investments in areas that can enhance social support rather than merely fortify infrastructure 

or facilitate public-private partnerships. A member of Solidarity NYC––a grassroots collective 

of organizers and academics advancing New York City’s solidarity economy––provides a 

glimpse into what such a diversification might entail. In his words:  

 

There’s this sort of reframing, like, ‘you live in the Lower East Side, 
you’re actually a coastal community.’ Or, ‘you live in outer Brooklyn, 
that’s a coastal community’. And so people I really think [are] seeing 
that living out in these places is going to require a certain added level 
of community cohesion and sustainability that isn’t just about building 
design, but it’s really about social network[ing] to help each other 
because of the vulnerabilities that have come up. So for us that 
equates to––whether you want to call it an economic model or 
solidarity economy––for us that is what resilience really is. If you have 
a lot of strength in those areas, you know, [the] community has 
ownership over assets, then they can rebuild. And a sense of cohesion 
(...) So I think that is the full spectrum of what we mean when we talk 
about resilience, and it happens to coincide with natural disasters, but 
it’s also about general community health. And also power. The ability 
to have power and to exercise it.   

 

This view is consistent with Pearsall and Pierce (2010)’s comprehensive analysis of 

the official sustainability plans of 107 US municipalities. Their study investigated how notions 

of inclusion and sustainability were being institutionalized and implemented into public policy 

frameworks in cities with populations over 200,000. Their assessment revealed “a continued 

paucity of concrete evaluative tools” (578) and “a constrained if not superficial interpretation 

of environmental justice” (579). It concluded that while municipalities increasingly make 

mention to community engagement in their plans, “social indicators are less oriented toward 

promoting a more just society and more concerned with quality of life and environmental 

amenities that might make an urban place more ‘attractive’ for certain communities” (ibid.).   

In part, this operational ambiguity may serve to socialize the public to a climate of lax 

accountability and strategic volatility. Copenhagen’s plan, for example, lists ‘flexible 

adaptation’ as one of the principles of the City’s adaptation strategy, stating that “it is pointless 

to plan in the very long term according to a particular scenario for future development in the 

climate” (6) because “no one knows precisely how the world will develop technologically, in 
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population terms, politically etc., or precisely how this will affect the climate” (5). Here, priority-

setting is determined by those who also decide what counts as beneficial to investors.   

Citing Jessop, Keil (2009) writes about the “ecological dominance” (232) of 

neoliberalism, of how its logic has saturated all areas of social life to the point that we have 

internalized its programming and no longer see it as an external threat, but as something we 

have been socialized into accepting as an immutable given. When it comes to considering the 

community dimensions of resilience planning, the operational ambiguity inherent in official 

climate plans such as the ones from New York City and Copenhagen reveals the many blind 

spots that municipalities still display when it comes to conceptualizing vulnerability, of how 

meaningfully involving residents in the urban/resilience planning processes is seen as counter 

to, or at least less urgent, than the pursuit of green growth. The next section explores two 

ways in which the tensions that persist today between mainstream narratives and their 

perception by communities on the ground may ultimately make residents less safe and erode 

trust in the planning process.   

 

4.6 Gaps in Translation: Community Perceptions and Experiences of Official 

Climate Plans   

 

In both New York City and Copenhagen, key informants often spoke about a gap in 

translation between the marketing of a climate initiative and how the finished product was 

experienced locally following its launch. For example, interest in cultivating a reputation for 

innovation in the form of exportable eco-solutions (McCann, 2017; Hodson and Marvin, 2010) 

is giving rise to a peculiar phenomenon: climate proposals that are celebrated internationally 

for their innovative potential are often little known at home. In Copenhagen, a municipal 

employee closely involved in the management of Klimakvarter––the city’s first ‘climate-

adapted neighbourhood’11––had this to say about the project’s existence:  

 
I think, to be honest, at the moment it’s probably bigger internationally 
than locally. (...) If you go a kilometer down the road I think many 
people have definitely heard about what’s happening out here and [of] 
the changes, but I’m not sure that they actually know how much 
international recognition it’s gotten.  

 
11 Klimakvarter is Copenhagen's ‘first climate-adapted neighbourhood’. As a flagship project, its various 

demonstration sites showcase the City’s commitment to urban resilience and eco-innovation both domestically 
and internationally. More about the project can be found here: http://klimakvarter.dk/wp-
content/uploads/2015/08/Copenhagens-first-climate-resilient-neighbourhood_WEB_low.pdf 

http://klimakvarter.dk/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/Copenhagens-first-climate-resilient-neighbourhood_WEB_low.pdf
http://klimakvarter.dk/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/Copenhagens-first-climate-resilient-neighbourhood_WEB_low.pdf
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A Danish sustainable transition expert speculates that part of the reason for the disconnect in 

projects such as Klimakvarter may owe to their origin as entries in design competitions, a 

technocratic intervention that is conceptualized from above and may not, once implemented, 

reflect local day-to-day needs:  

 
 
A lot of these projects that you probably see, they’re based on some 
sort of competition where you have different companies [that] come 
with some sort of masterplan or something, and they’re picked out 
from, like, their very nice pictures. What they basically do is they create 
-- they paint a picture of the future, but nobody talks about, ‘how do we 
actually translate this vision about sustainability, resilience... how do 
we translate it into our everyday practices when we’re planners?’ So 
there’s a missing link in that translation.  

 

The lack of local awareness also suggests that there is an additional disconnect between 

official narratives and their intended beneficiaries, where flagship projects such as 

Klimakvarter and design competitions are seemingly intended for an international audience 

first, and for the local community next. The Director of Programs of a neighbourhood 

Foundation paints a similar picture of local communities having little awareness of PlaNYC’s 

existence. He had this to say about the city’s official climate plan:  

 
 
I think PlaNYC, you ask a lot of people what that is and they won’t be 
able to tell you. There is some good stuff in PlaNYC, and I think there 
was somewhat of an effort to involve some groups that may speak for 
grassroots communities, [but] I think that there could have been a 
better effort.  

 

Indeed, an environmental journalist covering New York’s climate politics oversaw a 

collaborative investigative project that uncovered significant differences between the way the 

City spoke of community involvement and actual community perceptions of PlaNYC. He 

explains:  

 

We found that in both of those investigative reports, the City and 
Community Boards were not communicating at the level they should: 
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there was a lot of disconnect there. In the second investigative report 
we found that people in these local communities had very low 
awareness of what the City was trying to do. As a result, they believed 
they were just as much at risk and didn’t know how to protect 
themselves, really.  

 

This lack of awareness, in turn, had serious repercussions on the way resilience efforts were 

carried out on the ground. Here, the journalist comments in particular on the situation in Red 

Hook and the Upper East Side, two of the areas hardest hit by Hurricane Sandy:  

 
 
When we went back into these two communities––Red Hook and the 
Upper East Side––most people had no sense of not only what the City 
was or wasn’t doing, but also [of] what they could do. The closest many 
people came to was, ‘well I have kind of an emergency go-kit now for, 
like, a hurricane.’ (...) So that’s there but it’s not sufficient, that’s not 
the longer-term thinking, like, ‘how do we prevent the disasters, how 
do we respond in a systematic way, not just me with my go-kit’.  

 

While PlaNYC is celebrated internationally and is considered a document of reference 

for other municipalities (McCann, 2017), local gaps in awareness such as the ones described 

above by key informants are significant because they can lead to communities feeling less 

safe, as well as to insufficient information and access to resources that can adversely impact 

overall resilience before, during, and after a disturbance. Several key informants spoke of the 

purposefully apolitical framing of planning interventions (and, therefore, resilience planning) 

as one of the causes of this disconnect. Because power is not engaged with directly but is 

rather disguised behind invocations of efficiency and expertise, even well-meaning 

participatory processes seem to perpetuate gaps in translation between vision and reality.  A 

Danish urban planner specializing in civic engagement astutely commented on the power that 

planners, as technocratic figures, inevitably exert when interacting with the public, saying:   

 

They’re a political power. They’re doing something to the city, and it’s 
very real, and it actually influences people. Of course they know that. 
And planners here are highly professional and very, very skilled at 
what they do––which is often the barrier because they know almost 
too well what is to be done. And that’s sort of the second issue that is 
very essential... that, ‘well, we already know how to make the ideal 
city’. [It’s] sort of a modernist planning framing that keeps reappearing 
in some way, where planners keep planning for a perfect world 
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because they know what would be the best solution, but [when the] 
results of the planning hit reality, they really get hit hard, because 
reality is messy, and confusing, and highly diverse. And that is very 
central to me, because if the reality isn’t engaged within the planning 
process, it will be a much harder impact.   

 

The Solidarity NYC member further suggests that the artificially apolitical framing of planning 

practices erodes trust between residents and institutions, with detrimental effects for civic 

participation:   

 

[There] is a way of training people to have a vision––or, together, to 
formulate a vision––but that vision isn’t what agrees with the sort of 
larger power structure, [so] it doesn’t matter what people are gonna 
say, it’s still going to get overridden by what the real power structure 
says. So it’s disconnected from power relationships. So that’s a real 
problem of planning, [and] now people are incredibly cynical about 
what it means to engage in a process because they... people aren’t 
dumb (...) They’re going to know if someone or an institution isn’t 
heeding their vision, or sharing their vision, or responding to it.  

 

These power asymmetries can be experienced not only at the highest levels of decision-

making, but also in and through intermediary institutions designed to more closely represent 

the needs and interests of community groups. Here, a post-Sandy recovery volunteer shares 

a similar perception of power and how it intersects with community engagement at the 

neighbourhood level:  

 

The local politicians are very mindful and respectful of trying to get the 
community to participate but, you know, the EDCs [economic 
development corporations] that sort of hunker in and take control of an 
activity have a fair amount of power. And it’s been interesting to watch 
that play out, because the more skillful politicians manage to maneuver 
around it in some way that is not good for the people (…) and it’s sort 
of that constant battle between development, which can be seen as a 
good thing because it brings jobs, but with that is, you know... when it 
taxes an already over-stressed local infrastructure. Which is 
happening in our coastal community.   
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The environmental journalist found that the power imbalances affected Community Boards as 

well, in a two-way relationship with City Hall. In his words:   

 

So one of the things we found, for instance, was a disconnect between 
City Hall and the Community Boards––that it wasn’t just in the direction 
of City Hall, some of the Community Board members really had no 
awareness, we would poll them and they’d say, ‘we don’t know. Well, 
are we supposed to being paying attention to this? What is resilience? 
We don’t even know what that is.’ And, so, how can they come to the 
table… even if the City approached them and said, ‘let’s work together 
on resiliency’, they are just not equipped in many cases to do that. So 
that lack of information, lack of awareness, I think, is the biggest 
obstacle.   

 

To counteract the power asymmetries and bridge the pervasive disconnect, the Director of 

Programs of a New York neighbourhood Foundation proposed the following idea:  

 

I think City government should have a network of committees in every 
neighbourhood comprised of neighbourhood residents. Right now 
what we have are community boards, though they are political 
appointees, so I think divorcing whatever political agenda there is to 
those committees is definitely something that’s necessary (...) I think 
that unless that type of system is set up it’s always going to be a matter 
of putting bandages on the situation, and people making policies that 
aren’t connected to the realities of people living in those 
neighbourhoods.   

 

By leaving little room for community voices to emerge––or for successful community 

responses to be acknowledged and further supported––municipal processes currently fail to 

capture the values and needs of residents, as well as the other metrics of success that matter 

the most on the ground. In other words, by only searching for and reinforcing those values of 

interest to the status quo, climate plans may further complicate individual and collective 

vulnerability and keep communities stuck in maladaptive coping patterns. Whether it’s through 

formal local committees or other forms of civic engagement, strengthening community-based 

representation and relationships is a crucial first step to building more meaningful resilience. 

Indeed, while vulnerability is a significant focus of resilience planning, in official plans 

vulnerability is often engaged with in abstract terms of ‘stress’ or ‘disturbance’ on systems, 

rarely with a grounded analysis of how it impacts the lived experience of people. As a result, 
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those who benefit the most from mainstream resilience interventions often do so at the 

expense of other groups who may get further harmed in the process. The next section 

investigates two instances of spatial and environmental injustice, namely experiences of 

displacement and eco-gentrification in New York City and Copenhagen, that influence the 

vulnerability of residents in these cities.  

4.7 Displacement, Eco-Gentrification, and the Subversive Role of Place 

Attachment  

 

Urban planning plays an undeniably important role in mitigating climate vulnerability–

especially to flooding, which is a threat that affects New York City and Copenhagen alike. The 

cities’ climate plans frequently alert to the devastating impacts of rising sea water levels and 

storm surges, and are quick to point out their current and future costs to infrastructure and 

business.  Much less is said, however, about how interventions in the built environment may 

alter community ties and affect residents’ quality of life.  In New York City, for example, the 

environmental journalist expressed concern about the ways in which calls for elevation were 

currently being considered by administrators. In particular, he worried about the effects that a 

top-down approach to elevation could have on communities that rely on vibrant neighbourhood 

life to feel connected:   

 

The problem is that you could come up with solutions like elevation––
and if there’s a flood impending, you move the car and the flood goes 
right through––but the problem is [that] that changes the 
neighbourhood. If you’re walking into a neighbourhood and people are 
on their stoop on that ground level, there’s a sense of community and 
connection. If it’s just one open garage after another, there’s no 
connection to the people and to the community.   

 

Building on previous experience as a housing advocate in post-Katrina New Orleans, 

Solidarity NYC’s member spoke of another form of displacement, one with even more 

devastating consequences for already marginalized communities:  

 

[We] worked with Right to the City Alliance to do this link messaging 
around gentrification and climate change, and how climate change is 
about displacing people, especially if you look historically in terms of 
where low-line communities [have been] because of flooding. Much 
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more so in New Orleans than here, but low-line areas were 
undervalued by the real estate companies, which had the opportunity 
to shape investment and divestment, so in New Orleans low-line areas 
became inhabited by African Americans. They developed ownership 
in these neighbourhoods and then their houses got washed away, so 
then their wealth got washed away.   

 

Here, Solidarity NYC’s  member  again speaks of a disconnect between community visions 

and institutional responses, attributing the lack of a sophisticated analysis of vulnerability and 

equity to the emergence of grassroots initiatives like Occupy Sandy, an offshoot  of the Occupy 

movement that worked to provide assistance to victims of Hurricane Sandy by organizing the 

relief effort along the principles of mutual aid and cooperativism. In his words:   

 

de Blasio came from a little more of that ‘inequality in cities’ 
perspective; some of his analysis is a little bit more about the social 
equity component of resilience and rebuilding, but not nearly to the 
extent that the community groups are talking about. And I think that’s 
the real key––especially when it comes to disaster and resilience–– 
that [the] sort of institutional responses are just not meeting a need or 
just being a vision in the same way as the group of people on the 
ground are seeing it. Which is why you’re gonna see groups like 
Common Ground after Katrina, or groups like Occupy Sandy, because 
there’s just a gap between what people view a disaster is and what 
you do to respond to it.   

 

The Program Director of a New York neighbourhood Foundation adds to this view by sharing 

an example of how, lacking a comprehensive and community-informed framework of 

vulnerability, residents may be made less safe by responses that are purported to advance 

overall resilience. In his words:   

 

Just this morning there was a rally and press conference on the steps 
of City Hall. It was a rally to preserve community gardens. In the last 
month or so there was a document released by a housing and 
preservation developer who owns a lot of the city’s lots––including lots 
on which community gardens sit––and they released a list of lots that 
were to be sold to developers to advance de Blasio’s housing plans. 
And it turns out that several community gardens were on the list. Here 
you have people who are trying to better their own neighbourhoods 
and grow their own food, but they’re in neighbourhoods with no 
permanent status. It’s very precarious, the gardens. Now all of a 
sudden they’re under almost immediate threat and you’re pitting 
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affordable housing against community gardens. That’s a really awful 
thing, to pit these two together. And another thing is––affordable 
housing to me is, really, it makes me laugh sometimes, because 
affordable for whom? A unit is $3,000 a month. I don’t know how many 
New Yorkers can afford that.  

 

Similar patterns of displacement and competing interests emerged from Copenhagen 

and are perhaps best encapsulated by the experience of the civic engagement expert, who 

expressed a similar view about urban developments designed to enhance sustainability. Here 

he speaks to the kind of displacement brought on by ‘eco-gentrification’:   

 

The sort of vulnerable parts of the city [don’t] benefit from the area 
getting a lift, because that lift means that they [the marginalized  
residents] have to move, basically. It doesn’t lift them; it just makes 
their apartment more expensive and they can’t stay there. And that’s 
sort of the simple truth for a lot of people: ‘you can’t be here…’   

 

He goes on to reflect, in particular, on the example of a development quite literally close to 

home:   

Urban planning seems to be the major sort of dividing line when it 
comes to inclusion. (...) Where I’m living, there’s a lot of discussion 
about this now because of an urban renewal project that’s going to 
come in next year. So a lot of things [are] happening that are probably 
going to, sort of, create a lot of growth. (...) We have a lot of new people 
there now, but it’s also the poorest... [it’s] one of the poorest 
neighbourhoods in Denmark, or has been for many years. And what is 
going to happen to those people? 

   

In the discussion about climate change, reclaiming and  deepening the place-based 

dimension of resilience matters because it can provide an entry point for a grounded 

assessment of where impacts are occurring first (or more strongly); what resources are 

available to address them; and what is needed to motivate constructive action. A strong sense 

of community, belonging, and engagement can empower the emergence of community 

resilience,  with community resilience then giving rise to “a set of networked adaptive 

capacities” (Norris et al., 2008: 135)––such as participatory economic development and 

improved civic advocacy skills––that contribute directly to the resourcefulness of a community. 

In New York City, the  Program  Director of  a  neighbourhood Foundation provided a 
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compelling analysis  of the importance of belonging and safety, at the same time painting a 

disheartening picture of how threats to “place attachment”  (see, for example, Scannell and 

Gifford, 2017) impact the ability to participate in civic life:   

 

Communities need trust in their wisdom and experiences, [and] more 
spaces for community members to come together. (...) There aren’t a 
lot of spaces or opportunities for people to come together. There really 
isn’t a lot of that. As neighbourhoods change dramatically, a sense of 
where people live is really needed. How do you do that? Through 
programs that allow people to stay where they are. You’ve got people 
who own their own houses that are pushed out because another tax 
zone has changed for their neighbourhood. They’re not able to pay 
taxes anymore. This is what people need: a sense of security. You’re 
not going to feel engaged in the neighbourhood [otherwise], you might 
not be able to contribute. (...) This lack of feeling secure is deep and 
manifests in so many ways.  

 

 In the business of exporting climate solutions, reclaiming space as uniquely significant 

rather than interchangeable or transient has powerful consequences for how we understand 

vulnerability. A strong sense of community, belonging, and engagement not only are the same 

elements that contribute to an empowered, place-based resilience that counters the neoliberal 

narrative currently at play, but they are also the same that nurture a critical counter-narrative 

that ensures that community engagement processes do not turn into a means to individualize 

the coping process––devolving climate risks onto local populations and diverting resources 

away from meaningful public engagement. At a time of rapid environmental change, a 

connection to place could therefore have a deeply healing effect (Cunsolo Willox et al., 2013; 

Wilson, 2003), and foster hope and perseverance in the face of adversity.  

In writing about climate justice, Bulkeley et al. (2014) address a complementary point: 

that recognition should be a more prominent dimension of climate justice, existing alongside 

the framing of rights and responsibilities currently in use.  As they argue, the uneven impacts 

of climate change are in part a consequence of socio-economic processes that produce 

“cultural or symbolic injustices which fail to give adequate recognition to certain groups (such 

as women, the working class, or particular racial or ethnic groups)” (33). Recognizing the 

vulnerabilities of marginalized groups as valid is a process that requires the articulation of new 

rights: the right to benefit from planned responses to climate impacts, and the right to be 

protected from the impacts in the first place.  Once again, place plays an important role in the 

process. As Keil (2014) reminds us, the work of advancing a “resilience fix” will always be 



 
 

 

111 
 

unfinished, and “it will only succeed if it is driven by the principles of social justice and 

municipal democracy”. Being rooted in social justice and municipal democracy, for Keil, means 

that the politics of resilience would be composed of “key ingredients” such as affordable 

housing,  low-carbon  mobility  programs , and social policies where care frameworks were 

revisited and expanded to meet the needs of a changing society in a changing climate. In other 

words, mandates and policies that respond to the climate crisis while also safeguarding the 

right to the city. Or, as Wachsmuth et al. (2016) point out, “exactly the types of intervention 

that shrink individuals’ carbon footprints and improve community resilience”.   

 

4.8 Conclusion  

 

The rise of a global mainstream resilience narrative has been characterized by three 

key features: a technocratic framing of resilience, an apolitical and ‘neutral’ orientation to 

planning interventions, and an undue emphasis on bouncing back to the status quo. Together, 

these three features have informed an over-simplified reading of vulnerability which, in 

municipal settings, has helped advance neoliberal interests at the spatial, economic, and 

social levels. Critics of this mainstream approach argue that the instrumental use that is made 

of resilience as a theoretical concept has been used to justify a mode of governance that 

deliberately de-emphasizes the interconnected nature of socio-political and ecological 

systems in order to change the scope of adaptation response.  

Nevertheless, resilience has the potential to become a powerful tool of radical and 

transformative change, especially if more attention is placed on alternative and grassroots 

narratives. One way to reclaim its significance is to open up opportunities for the 

mainstreaming of resilience that do not depend solely on economic narratives. To do that, 

Agyeman and Evans (2003) propose ceasing the treatment of markets as the main source of 

policy goals and viewing them instead as one of the tools for achieving them. Recasting 

markets as a social institution but not as an objective entity, they argue, would change the 

way we define policy goals and public aspirations, so that it is not economic activity that 

informs such outcomes but rather a political process that is value-driven and rooted in 

democratic debate. Doing so would challenge the belief that economic activity is “an end in 

itself” (40) and open up space for a discussion about the value of markets based on whether 

they contribute or not to the political goals of society. Here, what DeVerteuil and Golubchikov 

(2016) describe as a process of “reworking” (143) is a practice that would enable people to 

have a say over the conditions that allow them to lead more “workable” (ibid.) lives and, 



 
 

 

112 
 

eventually, to see those lives as connected to the broader systems of oppression that influence 

climate and social justice in cities. In this way, the resilience process would then not simply be 

a matter of adapting to a disruption, but could also be conceived as a process through which 

to strengthen and sustain the structures of care that allow residents to continuously work 

toward their wellbeing and success––even if according to terms that may disrupt the economic 

paradigm that contributed to  a disturbance in the first place.  

Understanding resilience as evolving and co-created is one way to give rise to a critical 

counter-narrative that is inclusive of diverse perspectives and that can articulate stronger, 

more transparent policy outcomes. The community level is an especially valuable place to 

begin to articulate such a narrative because, as DeVerteuil and Golubchikov (2016) argue, it 

is the site where the renegotiation of and resistance to hegemonic discourses can most 

crucially provide an alternative to the status quo. Renegotiation is a means to challenge the 

“encouraged pessimism” (Kelly and Kelly, 2016: 21) about change inherent in the mainstream 

resilience’s messaging of survival and coping, whereas linking resilience and resistance has 

the potential to ground climate responses in place, thus offering communities an opportunity 

to define and operationalize the term guided by their own needs and values.  

To make the connection between resilience and community resistance more explicit, 

MacKinnon and Derkson (2012) further propose shifting the narrative emphasis toward 

resourcefulness, so to cultivate an emerging discourse that, by being rooted in social justice, 

challenges the view of resilience as a process that enables communities to “constantly remake 

themselves in a manner that suits the fickle whims of capital with limited support from the 

state” (263). To speak in terms of resourcefulness, they argue, is to put recognition and 

redistribution at the heart of the meaning of resilience, emphasizing “forms of learning and 

mobilization based upon local priorities and needs as identified and developed by community 

activists and residents” (ibid.). In other words, resourcefulness is explicit about addressing 

structural barriers whereas mainstream resilience is not, thereby creating opportunities for the 

development of personal, community and organizational capacity that foster the ability of 

communities to carve out discursive spaces for sustained civic intervention and activism. 

Perhaps social actors will not be able to fully alter the conditions that arise from neoliberal 

governance, but they will continue to develop their agency, to self-organize, to define the terms 

of their coping and adaptation, and to voice demands to improve the conditions of their 

everyday lives.  “To the extent that this is the case”, Kelly and Kelly (2017: 11) write, “it is at 

least possible that reclaiming resilience, building solidarity, and political agency can also go 

together”.  
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5. Toward Integrative Resilience: A Healing Justice and Trauma-

Informed Approach to Urban Climate Planning  
 

5.1 Abstract  

 

Guided by the insights of key informants and workshop participants in New York City 

and Copenhagen, this paper calls for an integrative approach to resilience through the 

provision of attuned services and policies designed to simultaneously address climate and 

socio-economic vulnerability through a bioecological lens. It does so primarily by comparing 

mainstream and grassroots approaches to resilience-building, using a trauma-informed 

(Reeves, 2015) and healing justice (Ginwright, 2018; 2015) perspective to inform its analysis.  

Healing justice advocates, much like their environmental justice counterparts, understand that 

the adverse outcomes of climate change are not coincidental but the deliberate result of 

policies that keep certain demographics safe(er) while downloading risk onto others (Tironi 

and Rodríguez-Giralt, 2017; Rodriguez, 2015; Climate Justice Alliance, n.d.)  Together, the 

two approaches articulate a vision of resilience that is integrative, challenging the neoliberal 

values currently underpinning mainstream resilience planning in three key ways: firstly, by 

acknowledging that exposure to climate hazards has significant repercussions not only on 

urban infrastructure but also on people; secondly, by addressing physical and mental health 

needs as interconnected, not separate, aspects of adequate climate response; and, lastly, by 
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committing to interventions that deliberately promote equity and wellbeing as the primary 

outcomes of healthy adaptation.  

 

Keywords:  resilience; trauma; healing justice; climate change; mental health; bioecological 
theory.  

 

5.2 Introduction  

 

The frequency of catastrophic natural disasters such as Hurricane Katrina and 

Hurricane Sandy has rendered more urgent and explicit a city’s vulnerability to climate change. 

No longer an abstract or far-away threat, urban communities are now experiencing first-hand 

the forceful consequences of an unstable climate12. With them, awareness is growing that the 

impacts of climate change are not simply material or economic, but physiological and 

psychological as well. Experiences that typically accompany a disruption––be they feelings of 

powerlessness, changes to housing conditions, or lack of access to support services––can 

and do result in higher rates of depression, anxiety, and trauma (Lang, 2015; Bourque and 

Cunsolo Willox, 2014; Cheng and Berry, 2013; Fritze et al. 2008). Together, they make the 

mental health dimensions of the climate crisis more visible and compelling.  

In recent years, proponents of mainstream urban resilience have been criticized for 

disregarding the social, material, psychological, and political resources that influence 

vulnerability to climate change (Bahadur and Tanner, 2014; Béné et al., 2012; Gaillard, 2010). 

With its focus on infrastructure and economy, contemporary resilience-thinking has come 

under scrutiny for privileging a narrow interpretation of resilience that strategically encourages 

bouncing back from a disturbance with little emphasis on collective capacity-building 

(Biermann et al., 2016; Cretney, 2014; Fainstein, 2018). Critics warn that treating resilience 

as coterminous with bounce back is problematic because it limits opportunities for democratic 

debate and prioritizes economic activity over the safety and wellbeing of residents (DeVerteuil 

and Golubchikov, 2016; Coaffee, 2013; MacKinnon and Derickson, 2012). As a result, the 

emphasis on individual coping has arguably come at the expense of a more nuanced 

 
12 Though such events are usually considered external threats, urban communities also recognize that the way 

cities are built––that is, the inequalities built into both their physical structure and social relations––influences 
their communities’ resilience to those events. 
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assessment of what it means––and what it takes––to be truly resilient in the age of climate 

change.   

A consequence of this technocratic framing is that instances of bodily and emotional 

distress such as the ones cited above, while largely healthy and proportionate reactions to 

environmental change of this magnitude, are often misunderstood, diminished, or dismissed 

in municipal resilience plans. Some of the more crucial manifestations of this stress––

maladaptive coping, loss of social networks, feelings of injustice, and pathology (APA, 2009; 

Bryant et al., 2016; Rawson, 2016; Hernandez-Wolfe, 2015)––are treated as secondary at 

best and as matters to be resolved privately at worst, meaning that the aggregate 

repercussions of climate change on human wellbeing are difficult to systematically track and, 

therefore, adequately respond to. Inadequate support, in turn, can give rise to instances of 

isolation and/or distrust (Clayton et al., 2017; Bryant, 2016; Campbell and Jones, 2016) that 

ripple out to affect the workplace, the public health system, as well as the ability of residents 

to fully participate in civic life (Magruder et al., 2016). Understanding the imprint of 

environmental distress on mind-body health and how this, in turn, affects relationships across 

multiple levels of experience is therefore not only of concern to the everyday functioning of 

city life, but is a determinant that holds enormous influence over the resilience of individuals 

and cities alike.   

In this paper, I argue that municipal governments must expand the mandate of their 

climate interventions to include a robust mental health component to their resilience plans. I 

call, in particular, for the integration of a trauma-informed and healing justice approach to 

mental health in light of the potential for traumatization that exposure to climate hazards and 

lack of attuned response can have on local communities. A trauma-informed lens positions 

environmental change and wellbeing as inherently interdependent, opening the door to an 

ecosystem-level view where human health and development are seen as intimately connected 

to the health of the body, the community, and the environment (Ungar, 2013; Higginbotham et 

al., 2007). The healing justice perspective takes this view one step further by explicitly 

connecting “healing from the wounds inflicted from structural oppression” (Ginwright, 2015: 

35) with an outward focus on social change, calling for the equitable provision of those 

resources required to foster a sense of agency and safety in the population. Together, the two 

approaches are particularly promising because they articulate a vision of resilience that is 

integrative, challenging the neoliberal values currently underpinning mainstream resilience 

planning in three key ways: firstly, by acknowledging that exposure to climate hazards has 

significant repercussions not only on urban infrastructure but also on people; secondly, by 

addressing physical and mental health needs as interconnected, not separate, aspects of 
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adequate climate response; and, lastly, by committing to interventions that deliberately 

promote equity and wellbeing as the primary outcomes of healthy adaptation.  

Foundational to this approach is an assessment of resilience that is bioecological 

rather than technocratic in nature. Rooted in community psychology’s “ecological analogy” 

(Harvey, 1996), this model studies the complex and dynamic web of individual-community 

relationships in “much the same way that field biologists study other living environments” (ibid.: 

5). What distinguishes this model from its technocratic counterpart is the assumption that 

individuals are “not equally vulnerable to nor similarly affected by potentially traumatic events” 

(6), and that the resources, “values, behaviours, skills and understanding that human 

communities cultivate in their members” (4) form the context through which recovery is either 

facilitated or hindered. As a result, resilience is not understood in individual terms, but as part 

of the person-community ‘ecosystem’ within which a disturbance is experienced. Disruptive 

and potentially traumatic events––including experiences of harm that stem from systemic 

barriers to health care or structural inequality––are viewed as ‘ecological threats’ because 

they not only affect the adaptive capacities of individuals but they also influence the ability of 

the community at large to foster health and wellbeing among its members. As Harvey (1996: 

5) explains:  

Thus, growing urban violence can be viewed as the inner-city 
counterpart of ‘acid rain’-- i.e., an ecological threat to a community’s 
ability to offer its members safe haven. Racism, sexism and poverty 
can be thought of as environmental pollutants i.e., ecological 
anomalies that foster violence and threaten to overwhelm the health-
promoting resources of human communities.   

 

At its core, the bioecological model recognizes the intertwined influence that biological, 

psychological, and sociocultural processes exert on human health and development (see, for 

example, Cox et al., 2017; Berzoff, 2011; Melchert; 2015; Engel, 1977). These 

‘biopsychosocial’ factors are especially valuable in connecting the dots between vulnerability 

as an important component of climate adaptation, and vulnerability as the result of a depletion 

of rights that, as Vrasti and Michelsen (2017) argue, must now justify new claims such as 

“rights to housing, care, political participation, economic and ecological security” (2). Applying 

a bioecological lens to the municipal context can therefore bring to life the ways in which 

successfully responding to a climate disturbance means taking into account not only economic 

priorities but also the biopsychosocial determinants that promote positive adaptation. Seen 

from this perspective, rather than simply being a matter of fortifying infrastructure or securing 

investment in green technology, resilience planning then becomes a process of “mutual and 
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adaptive changes in ecology, resource availability, culture and health” (Higginbotham, 2007: 

247).   

This paper first provides an overview of trauma-informed care and discusses its 

relevance to the study of climate change and its mental health ramifications. It evaluates New 

York City and Copenhagen’s climate plans from a bioecological perspective to assess the 

degree to which integrative health needs are engaged with by the two municipalities, and 

whether their interventions can be considered trauma-informed or not. Guided by the insights 

of key informants and workshop participants in both cities, it calls for the ‘resourcing’ of 

resilience through the provision of attuned services and policies designed to simultaneously 

address climate and social vulnerability. Finally, it links these efforts to the demands of healing 

justice advocates, addressing the significance of this movement and its potential to inform the 

design of municipal interventions that allow residents to reliably meet changing needs in a 

changing climate.  

 

 

 

5.3 Literature Review: A Trauma-Informed Approach to Urban Climate 

Resilience 

 

A widely accepted consequence of rapid climate change is the increased frequency, 

severity, and unpredictability of natural disasters such as heat waves, droughts, and floods 

(Clayton et al., 2017; Bourque and Cunsolo Willox, 2014; IPCC, 2012) as well as epidemics 

(see, for example, Ali et al., 2016). The personal and societal costs of these environmental 

threats will only escalate as the effects of climate change continue to be felt more acutely, yet 

we currently lack comprehensive indicators for tracking their impact on human health (Watts 

et al., 2017; Rodriguez-Llanes et al., 2013; Southwick et al., 2013). Of particular interest to 

this research are the ways in which mental health––especially trauma––is or is not engaged 

with by municipal governments in their resilience plans. This interest is due, in large part, to 

trauma’s far-ranging implications for community empowerment, social and environmental 

justice, and overall population wellbeing.   

As research increasingly shows, traumatic events are not only characterized by high 

emotional distress but can give rise to a slew of significant physical ailments that range from 
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increased heart rate to myofascial pain, diabetes, heart disease, gastrointestinal issues, 

immune dysfunction, and more (Burke-Harris, 2018; Magruder, 2016; van der Kolk, 2014; 

Levine, 2010). Especially concerning is the fact that trauma may unleash acute or chronic 

cognitive impairment in the population, particularly for vulnerable demographics such as 

children, women, and racial minorities who are disproportionately impacted by exposure to 

trauma (Caldwell and Leighton, 2018; Schnyder et al., 2016; Walker, 2008). Exposure, in turn, 

increases the ‘ecological risk’ of survivors for outcomes such as unemployment, poverty, and 

homelessness (Keane, Magee and Kelly, 2016; DeCandia and Guarino, 2015; Layne et al., 

2010), further impacting the ability of individuals to participate in economic and community life. 

This in addition to climate-related systemic disruptions such as those to the supply of food and 

water that could increase the frequency of violence, conflict, and overall instability that 

exacerbate the stress response cycle in the general population (Cheng and Berry, 2013; Fritze 

et al., 2008). For cities and their public health departments, trauma will be a formidable reality 

to contend with (and budget for) as environmental stressors continue to amass––and do so 

intergenerationally.   

In the context of municipal resilience planning, adopting a trauma-informed lens 

therefore provides much-needed guidance on how to adequately conceptualize and respond 

to climate vulnerability and the complexity of its biopsychosocial dimensions. Studies in this 

domain have been especially useful in highlighting two important realities of traumatic 

response that have direct applications to the study of resilience. The first, as mentioned above, 

is the recognition that stress of any kind, including environmental stress, manifests on a 

physiological level in the body and has the power to affect cognitive, metabolic, endocrine, 

and other biological processes whose consequences begin in the individual and extend to the 

environment that surrounds her (Deely and Ardagh, 2016; Schnyder et. al, 2016; Maercker 

and Hecker, 2015; Payne et al., 2015; Hoffman and Kruczek, 2011). This means that threats 

to the self and experiences of profound powerlessness such as those that a changing climate 

entail create stress response cycles profound enough to have neurophysiological 

repercussions. The second is the importance of relationship in determining the quality and 

strength of resilience outcomes. Studies show that those who are able to draw on “complex 

bonds of social solidarity” (Christopher, 2004: 88) are better positioned to successfully respond 

to, adapt, and integrate a traumatic experience. They do so in two key ways: by achieving 

successful emotional regulation, and by deriving meaning and learning from the experience 

(Schulenberg, 2016; Maercker and Hecker, 2015; Egan et al., 2011). Where these bonds and 

resources are not available––including in the form of inadequate institutional acknowledgment 

and support––maladaptive responses take root and can lead to (psycho)pathology (Cheng 
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and Berry, 2013), which is why trauma-informed care operates according to a model of 

assessment and intervention that is bioecological in nature.   

The bioecological model (see Figure 1) provides an invaluable blueprint for planning 

trauma-informed interventions. Unlike its technocratic counterpart, it provides municipalities 

with a more accurate and realistic understanding of where to direct their efforts––and how to 

track the reach of their interventions––by identifying levels of experience that affect recovery 

and wellbeing in the face of exposure to climate hazards. Bronfenbrenner and Ceci’s model 

(in Hoffman and Kruczek, 2011) in particular is especially valuable in illustrating the ways in 

which the trajectory of resilience is affected by interactions that occur within a number of 

nested systems. These systems are foundational to meeting the biopsychosocial needs of 

individuals over their lifespan and form the context through which meaningful interventions 

could be planned and evaluated at the municipal level.   

Composed of five, ever-widening circles, this model originates at the biophysical 

(individual) level and is concerned with the physiological stress reactions (including 

neurochemical changes) that happen in the body when exposure to a physically or emotionally 

distressing situation occurs. The circle then expands to the microsystem level, made up of the 

systems that most intimately and directly influence an individual’s life: connection to family, 

friendship bonds, neighbourhood or religious affiliations, and so forth. Exosystems make up 

the third layer of the model; as a whole, they highlight the role that the broader social context 

plays in determining the quality of trauma response. These include the health care, welfare, 

and educational systems, as well as cultural ones such as mass media and other relevant 

membership-based institutions. Macrosystems follow, encompassing the societal norms, 

sociopolitics, and economic beliefs that create the larger cultural context within which resource 

exchanges occur.   
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Figure 6: Bioecological model of mass trauma   
(Bronfenbrenner and Ceci in Hoffman and Kruczek, 2011: 1090) 

 

Hoffman and Kruczek (2011) investigate the application of the bioecological model in 

the context of mass trauma and highlight the especially important role that interactions 

between these nested systems play in shaping the trajectory of resilience. They write (1104):   

 

The effect of trauma on individuals reciprocally influences broader 
family, social, and community systems. For example, existing social 
services may become strained or ineffective, social support networks 
may be similarly stressed, and neighbourhood, school, and work 
settings may become less effective in serving as buffers as employees 
and family members are absent or incapacitated13. 

  

In the context of municipal resilience planning, the bioecological perspective therefore 

brings to life the ways in which climate impacts do not begin and end with an individual alone 

but rather interact with the broader context (‘ecosystem’) within which they occur. This may 

be especially true for vulnerable demographics as class, race, ethnicity, and gender have all 

 
13 Indeed, a notable consequence of trauma exposure is the potential for ‘vicarious trauma’ and ‘compassion 

fatigue’ in support figures such as first-responders, social workers, psychotherapists, and other community 
members at large (see, for example, Smith et al., 2014; Rothschild and Rand, 2006). With climate disruptions 
predicted to increase over time, vicarious trauma highlights the urgency of planning interventions from a systems-
level and preventative perspective, so that those providing support can, in turn, be supported themselves in order 
to keep themselves safe and keep institutional responses effective. 
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been found to correlate with the quality and availability of both climate and trauma response 

(Rawson, 2016; Schnyder et al., 2016; Hernandez-Wolfe et al., 2015).   

Being trauma-informed means understanding that resilience and recovery may not 

materialize and complete in the simple act of bouncing back but that they are likely to unfold 

over long-term, potentially life-long, periods. Unlike in mainstream narratives, where there is 

a strong impulse to speed-up resilience by focusing on a rapid ‘before and after’ picture of 

recovery, trauma-informed care recognizes that if policy mechanisms provide uneven 

opportunities for healing in the population––particularly by not taking into account these 

bioecological trajectories––then recovery is going to be a longer, more arduous process, one 

that may include significant deterioration as a result of protracted exposure to stress. For this 

reason, trauma-informed care invites policy-makers to consider the relational and multilevel 

ways in which all aspects of a city’s life would be affected by traumatic disruptions, calling for 

system-level change so that policies and programs are designed with empowerment in mind 

rather than perpetuating barriers to access or causing re-traumatization (Reeves, 2015; Klinic 

Community Health Center 2013; B.C. Provincial Mental Health and Substance Use Planning 

Council, 2010). Indeed, combined with their already strong climate change projections and 

economic/infrastructural plans, an integrative approach to resilience planning would be a 

formidable complement to existing municipal climate plans. The rest of the paper investigates 

the comprehensiveness of urban resilience plans by evaluating their proposed interventions 

through an integrative mental health lens, one that uses the bioecological model as its 

foundation and follows a biopsychosocial reading of individual and collective vulnerability14. 

 

5.4 Methodology  

 

 

14 Studies that directly employ a bioecological approach to the assessment of climate vulnerability and resilience, 

especially ones that adopt a trauma-informed lens, are still limited in number and scope, and tend to focus primarily 
on disaster recovery. However, a number of preliminary studies have been published in recent years that speak 
specifically to the lessons learned by and from survivors of climate events. See, for example: Lesen et al., 2019; 
Schmeltz et al., 2013; and Leitch, Vanslyke, and Allen, 2009. Work by Schulenberg (2016), Dodds (2013), Ashcroft 
(2011), and Prilleltensky (2012) is a helpful starting point for guiding further research on bioecological and trauma-
informed approaches to climate resilience and vulnerability more generally. On the ground, the International 
Medical Corps’ approach to disaster relief provides a valuable example of how to set up tangible intervention 
frameworks that can address community needs from a biopsychosocial standpoint. Their strengths-based 
approach emphasizes community self-reliance and ownership and includes the provision of mental health and 
psychosocial support alongside more traditional forms of medical care. In a Democracy Now interview (September 
6, 2019), Dr. Sue Mangicaro describes the organization’s work in the Bahamas following Hurricane Dorian: 
https://www.democracynow.org/2019/9/6/hurricane_dorian_bahamas_rescue_efforts The organization’s website 
presents the organization’s approach to emergency medical care in greater detail: 
https://internationalmedicalcorps.org/what-we-do/our-approach/  

https://www.democracynow.org/2019/9/6/hurricane_dorian_bahamas_rescue_efforts
https://internationalmedicalcorps.org/what-we-do/our-approach/
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This research followed a mixed-methods approach that drew on qualitative methods 

such as key informant interviews and content analysis to investigate how issues pertaining to 

mental health were engaged by the cities of Copenhagen and New York.  Content analysis of 

the cities’ official resilience documents, respectively titled Copenhagen Climate Adaptation 

Plan (2011) and PlaNYC: A Stronger, More Resilient New York (2013), was conducted to 

understand how the two municipalities account for the mental health needs of their residents 

when planning resilience interventions on the ground. Using the NVivo software, word 

frequency analysis was also conducted to identify how many times, if any, key terms 

connected to integrative mental health were employed by the cities’ official climate plans. 

Terms included: equity (also searched as: inequity, inequality, and equitable); health (including 

mental health); justice; healing (also: heal); trauma (also: traumatic; traumatized; traumatizing; 

traumatizes); wellbeing (also: well-being and wellness); psychological; and emotional.    

This analysis was complemented by the insights of workshop participants who 

attended a public event, held in each city, that aimed to collaboratively explore the influence 

of mainstream narratives on local interpretations of resilience.  Attendees ranged from UN and 

municipal employees, to community organizers, local residents, environmental justice 

activists, disaster recovery volunteers, newcomers to the city, social entrepreneurs, 

academics, social service designers, journalists, and more.  Workshops were preceded by 

short, PechaKucha15 presentations by representatives of civil society organizations that were 

invited to speak about their community resilience work in areas such as food security, 

participatory urban planning, cooperative economics, and more. Lastly, in-depth interviews 

were conducted in each city based on key informants’ personal knowledge of, or connection 

to, resilience planning efforts in New York City and Copenhagen. The interviews were semi-

structured, conducted in a conversational format, to allow for a wide diversity of experiences 

to emerge in an organic way. They include the perspectives of two post-disaster recovery 

volunteers, and the representative of a local Foundation involved in the funding of citizen-led 

civic initiatives.   

 

 

 
15 PechaKucha is a fast-paced public speaking format in which speakers prepare 20 slides, each shown for 20 

seconds, for a presentation lasting approximately 6 minutes. This format is celebrated for its dynamism and 
inclusivity, allowing a greater diversity of topics and perspectives to emerge during the course of the same event. 
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5.5 Situating Mental Health in Urban Resilience Planning  

 

Resilience has until now largely been understood as the ability to bounce back from a 

disturbance, primarily on an individual level (Zebrowski and Sage, 2017). Beyond damage to 

infrastructure and economy, however, municipalities continue to struggle to include a more 

nuanced assessment of the effects that climate disruptions have (and will continue to have) 

on the lives of their constituents. For example, in its climate adaptation plan the City of 

Copenhagen (2011) writes that “there is very wide diversity in the assets that will be lost” as a 

result of climate change, and that “this diversity should be taken into account” (10) when 

planning interventions to mitigate it. It goes on to write, however, that “potential personal 

injuries are not included in the loss, as these are very difficult to value” (ibid.). With this 

statement the City acknowledges that personal injuries––while unspecified––will be part of the 

inevitable losses brought on by climate change, but it then excludes them from formal 

consideration in light of other programmatic priorities. In PlaNYC (2013), the City of New York 

similarly states that official assessments of loss are only limited to what “can be readily 

measured in dollars—namely, physical damage to assets, such as buildings and tunnels, and 

reductions in income and loss of use due to physical damage” (33).   

By relegating value to that which can be easily quantified in monetary terms, the two 

cities overwhelmingly focus their attention on infrastructure and economy at the detriment of 

other aspects of municipal life––such as access to affordable housing, trauma-informed 

healthcare, or vibrant public spaces––that influence recovery and livability at large. This 

narrow focus seems to be in line with the increasingly technocratic nature of mainstream 

resilience planning today, where the emphasis is primarily placed on pursuing opportunities 

for green growth.  By presenting a simplified picture of resilience, proponents of mainstream 

resilience increasingly demand that individuals on the ground instead play a growing role in 

ensuring their own safety (Keil, 2014), whether that’s in the form of organizing relief efforts 

after a climate disturbance or safeguarding their health and safety more generally.   

Indeed, a word frequency analysis of Copenhagen and New York City’s climate plans 

paints a telling picture of who the primary targets of municipal resilience interventions are. In 

PlaNYC, a 438-page document, the word “buildings” appears 1,117 against the 339 times that 

the word “residents” is used. In Copenhagen’s plan, itself a 100-page document, the word 

“buildings” appears 184 times, and residents a mere 3 times. These results, while striking, are 

not surprising when evaluated against the plans’ stated mandates. Copenhagen’s adaptation 
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plan (2011), for example, explicitly frames the City’s climate strategy as a growth opportunity, 

writing that:   

 

By choosing solutions that improve the city’s physical environment and 
create attractive urban spaces in relation to residence, transport and 
experiences, we can use climate adaptation efforts to raise the quality 
of life of the people of Copenhagen. By taking the lead in developing 
new methods to climate-proof a modern metropolis, we can create 
growth throughout the Capital Region, which will also help secure the 
economic foundation for the future of Copenhagen (54).  

 

Here, a focus on fortifying infrastructure and pursuing business development is treated as 

synonymous with enhancing quality of life, and it is the lens through which quality itself is 

determined on behalf of Copenhageners. Indeed, Copenhagen’s stated aim is to attract “both 

national and international projects and investors” (6), and to ensure that “part of the investment 

in climate adaptation is recouped in the form of growth” (ibid.). The approach followed by New 

York City’s climate action plan is not dissimilar. PlaNYC’s “overarching goals” (94) are 

identified repeatedly as the desire to lessen the severity of climate impacts while 

simultaneously enabling the city to “bounce back quickly” (ibid.) to ensure minimal disruption 

to economic activity. In particular, the interventions proposed within PlanNYC aim to “support 

enhanced programming, marketing, and district improvements to set the stage for economic 

growth” (364), primarily by:   

 

strengthen[ing] the buildings in which New Yorkers live and work, and 
all the vital systems that support the life of the city, including [the] 
energy grid, transportation systems, parks, telecommunications 
networks, healthcare system, and water and food supplies (6).  

 

As this analysis suggests, both cities openly adopt an ‘infrastructure-first’ approach 

that assumes that if buildings and other physical assets are kept safe, then residents 

themselves will be safe as a result. A notable consequence of this framing is that interventions 

that directly safeguard and enhance healthcare provision or community wellbeing are largely 

absent from their pages.  Proposed interventions in this domain do not enjoy the same level 

of technical detail as their economic or infrastructural counterparts: frequently there are no 

concrete indicators to track progress over time, and timelines and objectives are kept 



 
 

 

129 
 

conspicuously vague. For example, while healthcare is included in New York’s list of “vital 

systems that support the life of the city”, responsibility for climate-preparedness is primarily 

placed on frontline actors, with limited institutional commitment to enforce new regulations and 

with many City-led initiatives contingent on the availability of funding. In contrast, when it 

comes to protecting city-level assets and mapping economic activity, the City presents detailed 

visualizations and breakdowns of its proposed policy and financial tools, often as meticulously 

as tracking progress down to the zip code-level (see, for example, ‘Expected Loss Modeling 

and Cost-Benefit Analysis’, p. 33).  

This picture is further complicated by how municipalities scope their action plans, often 

limiting their assessment of climate impacts to weather-related events only, and further 

restricting this assessment to the primary forms of ecological vulnerability––such as flooding 

and heat waves––identified as critical for each city. This means that, where health impacts 

are considered, they are done so within the context of a narrow set of outcomes rather than 

as part of a systems-level or bioecological analysis of climate hazards.  Copenhagen (2011: 

52), for example, considers threats to public health an “indirect” consequence of climate 

change, and is not definitive about their likelihood. Its plan states that:  

Climate change will probably have some indirect consequences for a 
number of other areas, the most substantial of which is its significance 
for public health and biodiversity. (...)The effect of the expected climate 
change on public health will, however, occur so gradually that it will be 
possible to adapt to them along the way.   

 

How a city plans (or not) for the integrative health of its residents is a key way to identify whose 

interests are being advanced socially, spatially, and economically at a time of rapid 

environmental change.  At present, the mental health dimensions of climate change––

especially threats to identity, belonging, and wellbeing (Cunsolo Willox et al., 2012; Berry et 

al., 2010; Fritze et al., 2008)––are either completely excluded from formal consideration or are 

treated as less urgent than the need to fortify infrastructure and secure investments in green 

technology.   

To gain a better understanding of New York City and Copenhagen’s engagement with 

these issues, a set of terms were selected for review using the NVivo software. Word 

frequency and document analyses were conducted to identify how many times, if any, key 

terms connected to integrative mental health were employed by the cities’ official climate 

plans.  Word frequency analysis of the cities’ official climate plans uncovered a notable lack 

of consideration for these facets of climate change.  In both plans, for example, the words 
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“mental health”, “psychological”, “emotional” and “healing” did not appear once. The word 

“equity” appeared one time in each document: in Copenhagen’s case, in relation to financial 

equity (to “ensure that the municipality has some equity to invest in defensive measures” [82]), 

and in New York case’s in relation to building resilience (“to enable an equitable distribution of 

such funds across building types and geographies” [83]). The word “trauma” is entirely absent 

from Copenhagen’s adaptation plan. In New York’s case, 9 mentions were found but none 

which acknowledged the potential for traumatization in the population––a fact which is 

especially noteworthy given how much weight is given in PlaNYC to the city’s experience of 

Hurricane Sandy and its legacy of “heartache and hardship” (4).  Instead, where the word 

trauma appears, it is only in the context of a brief discussion about the need to harden primary 

healthcare facilities such as “trauma units” given the potential for future disruptions to the 

energy grid and the threat of flooding.   

Of all the terms, the use of the word “wellbeing” perhaps best epitomizes the level of 

consideration the two cities display for the integrative health needs of their residents. The term 

appears 6 times in PlaNYC and, though what constitutes wellbeing itself is not defined in these 

pages, mention to wellbeing is always made with a nod to city infrastructure or in connection 

to economic activity.  For example, even when explicitly discussing the healthcare system, 

“wellbeing” in PlaNYC (291) is mentioned in conjunction to its economic value to the city:   

 

The city’s healthcare system is critical to the wellbeing of New Yorkers 
throughout the five boroughs, including throughout the neighborhoods 
along the Waterfront. This system is also a major economic engine for 
the city as a whole whole.  

 

A similar picture emerges from analysis of Copenhagen’s adaptation plan. The word 

“wellbeing” appears twice here, but again in the context of justifying the City’s chosen 

‘infrastructure-first’ strategy (for example: “rising temperatures in the long term will lead to 

more heat waves, which affect people’s well-being, and the need for cooling of buildings will 

become greater” [76]). These are especially telling results, given how much emphasis both 

plans openly place on enhancing quality of life and on being recognized as ‘attractive’ cities to 

live in.  

Especially troubling is the presumption that an ‘infrastructure-first’ approach to 

resilience-planning will be sufficient to keep local populations safe. In both cities, municipal 

assessments imply that smart investments and technocratic adaptation can adequately 
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account for the majority of resident needs––and that simple add-ons, not bioecological 

planning, can balance impacts that may otherwise be uneven for already vulnerable 

communities. Perhaps more importantly, these results are problematic because, despite the 

glaring absence from their action plans,  studies show that the physiological and psychological 

impacts of climate change are only growing, and will continue to give rise to interlocking health 

outcomes such as post-traumatic stress disorder and compromised immune function (Clayton 

et al., 2017; Cheng and Berry, 2013; Fritze et al., 2008) that municipal resilience plans 

currently do not contemplate.   

As the results above suggest, consideration for the mental health dimensions of climate 

change is completely absent in these resilience plans, as is an integrative analysis that 

convincingly connects vulnerability with its bioecological dimensions. This is a striking and 

arguably irresponsible omission on the part of the two cities––one that is of significance not 

only for local residents, but also for those cities that may look to New York as a case study of 

successful resilience planning (McCann, 2017) or to Copenhagen for inspiration. (Indeed, 

recognizing the value of being celebrated as a climate leader, the City of Copenhagen 

regularly hosts international delegations on what are known as “inspiration visits” which, the 

City writes, also serve to enhance “local pride”16 in the municipality’s green strategy.)   

The next section explores how ‘resourcing’ resilience through structural, socio-

economic interventions could open up the door for the formulation of more comprehensive 

policy goals, guiding the implementation of trauma-informed municipal responses that provide 

alternative metrics for success than those currently espoused by neoliberal resilience 

frameworks.  

 

5.6 Beyond Bounce Back: Resilience as More Than Surviving   

 

From an integrative perspective, investing in a meaningful process of resilience-

building means crafting policies that can work in service of people’s wellbeing and healthy 

self-expression first and foremost, with the understanding that it is this solid foundation from 

which broader resilience is built on. A trauma-informed approach preventatively takes stock of 

resources that can become solid foundations for resilience and is deliberate about building 

 
16 City of Copenhagen (2016) Klimakvarter: Copenhagen’s First Climate-Resilient Neighbourhood, p. 25. 

Retrieved from: http://klimakvarter.dk/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/Copenhagens-first-climate-resilient-
neighbourhood_WEB_low.pdf 

http://klimakvarter.dk/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/Copenhagens-first-climate-resilient-neighbourhood_WEB_low.pdf
http://klimakvarter.dk/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/Copenhagens-first-climate-resilient-neighbourhood_WEB_low.pdf
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and supporting structures––from economic to social ones––that can advance it. As Payne et 

al. (2019) argue, this approach is transformative and carries enormous potential precisely 

because it gives us a more accurate picture of what biopsychosocial and material resources 

are required to lead a healthy and fulfilling life.  

Mainstream resilience-thinking presently overlooks the importance of ‘resourcing’, 

arguably because the latter requires a rethinking of the status quo that would disrupt the 

neoliberal paradigm and, as Bonnanno (in Southwick et al., 2014) provokes, because 

resources “[a]re basic, not quite as sexy” (6) as infrastructural upgrades and technological 

fixes. Nevertheless, even psychological resourcing in the form of “stress inoculation, emotion 

management, and stress reduction” (APA, 2009: 116) could bolster resilience in far-ranging 

ways. For instance, Yehuda’s research on the neuroscience of trauma (in Southwick et al., 

2014) confirms that if the dominant culture reinforces the message that “nothing bad will 

happen and everything is going to be alright” (11) when in fact there is evidence that the 

probability of trauma occurring is high, then that society is not going to be well-equipped to 

respond to it competently. As she points out, “a culture that expects to have to deal with 

adversity will deal with it better” (ibid.). At present, climate plans do acknowledge that there is 

uncertainty and volatility in our future––they even admit that climate change is disruptive. For 

example, PlaNYC states that “it is impossible to know what the future holds for New York” (4), 

and Copenhagen admits that “it is not possible––either technically or economically––to protect 

Copenhagen completely against climate-induced accidents” (10). What these plans don’t 

explicitly address is the fact that disruptions are often traumatic, carrying within them the 

potential for significant physiological and psychological deterioration.   

Here, a trauma-informed lens is valuable so that, when a disruption occurs, residents 

are equipped with the language and knowledge they need in order to better understand the 

trajectories of trauma and, in turn, demand better outcomes from their representatives. It can 

also serve as a means of political resistance by challenging neoliberal agendas in moments 

of acute crisis. As Naomi Klein documents in her book, The Shock Doctrine (2008), disruptive 

events are especially susceptible to being exploited by neoliberal actors who capitalize on the 

disorientation of the moment to introduce changes that advance a narrow set of politico-

economic interests over those of the collective. In this instance, trauma literacy can help 

residents have a better understanding of the types of resources required to safeguard and 

enhance equity and wellbeing––and use that as an avenue through which to scrutinize the 

stated purpose of an intervention or to evaluate a city’s resilience mandate more broadly.   
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Being trauma-informed can also be a way to resist the devolution of risks and 

responsibilities that many frontline communities already face (Keil, 2014; Bulley, 2013; 

MacKinnon and Derickson, 2012), where the need to bounce back at a time of institutional 

retrenchment often leads to exhaustion and a perpetual sense of being in ‘emergency mode’. 

In New York, for example, a senior representative of Ready Red Hook––a residents’ collective 

formed during Hurricane Sandy to organize the community’s disaster and resilience 

response––speaks of the burn out that occurred as a consequence of inadequate support 

from the City:  

  
During Sandy they [the residents of Red Hook] took on this whole new 
role, and they’re all working around the clock doing multiple jobs, 
because people were really hurt and [didn’t have] the time to heal as 
much. They had to quickly get into recovery mode, and there were a 
lot of tensions, and people emote like that: [they] crashed and then 
worked in that emergency mode but haven’t had time to step back and 
go back to normal mode. Emergency mode is the new normal.  

 

Here, understanding the trajectories of trauma becomes especially salient because it 

opens up the field of analysis to incorporate an intersectional view of vulnerability and 

recovery. As a traditionally working class community now confronted with the double threat of 

climate change and gentrification (Berner, 2018), the Ready Red Hook representative was 

mindful of the fact that building meaningful resilience was going to have to be a process that 

allowed vulnerable communities like hers the opportunity to heal and rest. To date, however, 

mainstream models have at best tended to place undue emphasis on a strictly individualistic 

or medical lens of recovery, without adequately integrating the social, economic, and historical 

dimensions that affect trauma work (Hernandez-Wolfe et al., 2015: 156). As a result, factors 

such as class, gender, race, sexual orientation, ability, and religious identity have not 

adequately been considered as influencing access to recovery. The Program Director of a 

New York City Foundation makes a compelling case for how lack of consideration for racial 

inequality is undermining the resilience of marginalized communities in his city. Here, he calls 

for greater representation and inclusion in the resilience planning process, explicitly linking the 

privilege of some with the vulnerability of others:  

 

I mean, it takes a certain level of privilege to not consider race. A lot of 
us don’t have that kind of privilege to not think about race. There is 
such a thing as environmental racism. And even within the 
environmental justice movement, for a long time and to a certain 
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degree until now, [it’s been] a largely white movement. And folks of 
colour have––as a result, to our detriment––turned our backs on the 
movement because we think it doesn’t represent [us]. But we’re on the 
frontlines.  

 

A commitment to integrative interventions––or as Bryant (2016: 4) calls it, a shift from 

an ‘egocentric’ to a ‘sociocentric’ perspective––is one way to break with the view of traumatic 

stress as an isolated, individual experience separate from the context in which it is situated, 

and provides an opportunity to consider the importance that bioecological systems play in 

mitigating it. As the Copenhagen and New York City climate plans seem to suggest, at the 

moment recovery is at best encouraged in an atomized, privatized way: if one is experiencing 

a decline in quality of life following a climate-related disruption, the most these frameworks 

can do is to point toward (privately-paid) individual interventions, but in a way that is isolated 

from conversations about the health of the broader community. Isolating recovery efforts as a 

measure of personal competence is arguably parallel to the neoliberal, entrepreneurial logic 

that dismisses structural injustice and makes of individual hard work the cure-all for hardship. 

Socially, this framing can result in victims being blamed for their ill-health or their inability to 

bounce back and thrive after a disturbance (MacKinnon and Derickson, 2012). Politically, it 

can limit the ability of residents to participate in civic life or express their dissent if ‘emergency 

mode’ and burnout come to dominate their daily reality.   

In contrast, trauma-informed care insists on  building “structural resilience”––that is, 

“building robust structures in society that provide people with the wherewithal to make a living, 

secure housing, access good education and health care, and realize their human potential” 

(Panter-Brick in Southwick,  2014: 6). Ready Red Hook provides a compelling example of this. 

As Hurricane Sandy continued to impact the neighbourhood long after its landfall, the group 

was able to integrate its original experience of the hurricane and adapt it to its aftermath. Here, 

Ready Red Hook’s representative describes some of the ways in which the group was able to 

engage residents in a community-wide plan to promote disaster-preparedness while also 

developing its own resources to enhance community capacity and respond to traumatic 

disruptions on its own terms:   

 

Basically, what it was, we identified six functions that were really 
important in the case of disaster, and they were: communications; food 
and shelter; logistics; medical; and two more––utilities and 
transportation. And each one had a location that was assigned to it, as 
well as a champion, and we worked a line. Even 72 hours before a 
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[forecasted] disaster we would get in touch with everyone else. So 
utilities kicked in last, and the community really helped us, based on 
Sandy experiences, [to know] which sites got flooded, which didn’t. (...) 
We wanted to be prepared. On September 13th we did a Ready Red 
Hook Day where we set up these functions, and people got maps with 
stamps so they could go to the sites, learn the functions, and figure out 
what they had to do. Unless you do that walk it won’t be in your 
memory, and when you’re in disaster [mode] you want to know what 
to do right away. So we did this in English and Spanish, and [asked], 
‘so what can we do to get ready?’ So that was communications, and 
we made these graphics [with] easy to understand language. Each of 
the functions had a logo, and T-shirts made with the logos, [for] 
community and response teams. (...) [With] community response, we 
tried to walk through these situations, and keep it universally 
accessible, and we had the key youth members engaged in the 
process [to] market it. We had some funding dedicated to [a] youth 
program for digital stewards––digital graphics and video––so it was 
really clever, because it was these young teenagers, not planners, 
finding ways to reach different audiences. That was really the bulk of 
the work.  

 

A crucial distinction the group makes is to treat resilience as collectively defined, dynamic 

process that is “more needs-based and situation-based, as opposed to meeting certain criteria 

of an outside organization”.  This means that rather than seeing resilience as a matter of 

retrofitting buildings or fortifying seawalls, the group chooses instead to focus on promoting 

local protective systems that can enhance community capacity both in the short-term and the 

long-term. One example is the connection the group made between the post-disaster 

disbursement of funds with the need to resource the community at large. As Ready Red 

Hook’s representative puts it: 

[If] $200 million is coming, it can’t just be an engineering solution: it’s 
gotta be jobs, education, looking at the whole lay of the land (...) It’s 
not about the edge, really. Other questions arise. There’s a lot of 
vacant sites, how do you leverage these developments to contribute 
to the community?  

 

A post-Sandy recovery volunteer active in a different part of New York City shared a similar 

perspective on resource allocation, emphasizing the importance of advocating for a 

community’s needs by actively negotiating with institutions and jointly setting priorities and 

goals.  Here, she gives an overview of how community groups organized the local response 

by focusing on what they term ‘sustainable recovery’: 
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What happened in New York City [with Hurricane Sandy] was a little 
different, because we had experienced 9/11. So, post 9/11, an 
organization called New York Disaster Interfaith Services, which is 
also known as NYDIS17, convened roundtables. And the thought was 
to make people more sustainable by looking at them holistically. Not 
just looking at them like repairing their apartment or their house, but to 
give a more comprehensive, sort of social service look at their case. 
‘Cause a lot of these people––particularly in vulnerable communities–
–have mental health, or physical health [issues]...access [needs] and 
functional disabilities...language [needs]...I mean, the list is endless. 
So they may need counselling, they may need job referrals. So the 
thought was, you know, ‘we could put somebody back into sort of a 
moderately rebuilt house, but unless we allow them to, you know... 
sign them up for food stamps or whatever it is, you’re not really treating 
the whole person or the whole family’.  

 

The group’s approach, while not explicitly describing itself this way, is closely aligned with a 

bioecological view of resilience and wellbeing, one that is oriented around the integrative 

health needs of vulnerable residents. As the key informant clarified in a follow up exchange, 

another way that the group focused on sustainable recovery was by providing financial support 

for types of expenditures typically not covered by government programs. In her words: “If credit 

card debt was in the way of a recovery, the group would pay it off. If someone who was jobless 

in the city could prove they had something lined up in South Carolina, they would fund the 

move to South Carolina along with first and last months’ rent. These types of expenditures are 

not covered under a federal program”.   

Of course, integrative health needs matter outside of the context of disaster 

management, too. The Northern Manhattan Climate Action (NMCA) Plan18 is an example of 

how local communities can actively participate in shaping their own resilience while addressing 

socio-economic vulnerability, in this instance by designing a plan that directly targets “the 

disproportionate impacts of climate change on poor and working-class communities.” The 

result of a community-based planning process coordinated by an environmental justice non-

profit, the NMCA plan recommends policy changes and local actions that simultaneously 

address environmental impacts and systemic inequality in light of the “disparity in political 

 
17 Building on its experience on the ground, NYDIS later released a handbook to help other interfaith leaders 

facilitate disaster response from a mental health and spiritual care perspective, see Harding, (ed.), 2007. In 
similar fashion, the US network of National Voluntary Organizations Active in Disasters established the Emotional 
& Spiritual Care committee which, among other objectives, aims to include this form of care in cooperation with 
national, state, and local response organizations. 
18 For a summary of the draft plan, see:  

https://www.weact.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/Final_NMCA_Print_UpdateNov2016.pdf 

https://www.weact.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/Final_NMCA_Print_UpdateNov2016.pdf
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power for poor and working-class communities confronting the advancing effects of climate 

change.” The interventions described within its pages are rooted in the principles of 

cooperative economics and civic solidarity, with examples ranging from participatory 

budgeting to community banking, cooperatively owned micro-grids, community land trusts19, 

multipurpose infrastructure, and more. Particularly promising is the fact that the NMCA goes 

beyond recommendations––there are actual timelines for its implementation, and community 

members are involved in the process from the very beginning.   

Overall, these cases are examples of the kind of  structural interventions  that build 

strong community resilience, which Bava et al. (2010) define as “the capacity of communities 

to provide resources that sustain wellbeing and provide opportunities for community members 

to access and share these resources in culturally meaningful ways during and after 

crises/disasters” (544). Integrative and nuanced approaches such as the ones above are key 

in countering dominant interpretations of climate resilience that have been criticized for being 

too narrow and technocratic to convincingly capture the reality of local adaptive needs, 

particularly how they influence human health and wellbeing over time.   

As part of this research, I organized public workshops in both New York City and 

Copenhagen to continue to collaboratively explore and re-imagine local interpretations of 

resilience.   Especially telling was the fact that in both cities to talk about resilience was 

simultaneously to talk about community resourcing and wellbeing––the two were inextricable 

from the conversation. The photo below encapsulates the results of the conversation that took 

place in New York City, where answers to the question “what would a resilient New York City 

look like?” yielded responses ranging  from “trusted, safe places (and processes)” through 

which to organize, to “understanding who is vulnerable and at risk (what does quality of life 

mean? How do we value life?)”.  Other answers addressed the need for connection between 

people as well as with their surrounding environment. Participants expressed a view of 

resilience that was inherently bioecological in nature, one that was connected to an 

understanding that “we’re not separate from nature”, and called for political and economic 

support in the form of “connection to local political representatives” and  “time and luxury of 

time to think about solutions”  (that is, an opportunity to define and explore alternatives “not 

 

19 Outside New York City, other communities are also organizing to fill in the gaps left by official climate plans. 

When Hurricane Irma destroyed 25 percent of the Florida Keys, community groups organized to protect affordable 
housing by establishing a community land trust as a way to provide housing resources to low-income and 
vulnerable communities (Nonko, 2018). Similar initiatives then emerged in places such as Puerto Rico and Miami 
to make the recovery process more equitable and community-led (Leon, 2019).  
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just for those with resources” but for other groups that may at present not be in a position to 

afford to do so because of material constraints).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7: Community responses from the public workshop in New York City (February 2015)  
Photo credit: Chiara Camponeschi. 

 

Trust and equality featured prominently in the Copenhagen conversation as well, 

where participants articulated a vision of resilience that was not about “connected loneliness”20 

but one of open-mindedness to the future. In a short yet powerful statement, participants 

expressed a vision of resilience that stood in opposition to the current economic paradigm, 

stating that resilience is “not about being alone, greedy, [and] economic growth”. In short, 

theirs was a vision of resilience that aimed to address the relational isolation, ecological 

disconnect, and unquestioned primacy of economic growth that are at the root of the climate 

crisis. (Quite tellingly, the very features that influence the current framing of mainstream 

resilience planning in cities.)  

 
20 This statement is in reference to research findings quoted by one of the local civil society speakers on the 

rising loneliness epidemic in Western societies. They were referring to a media article that had been recently 
published by The Independent, see: Harris (2015). 
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Figure 8:  Community responses from the public workshop in Copenhagen (June 2015)  
Photo credit: Chiara Camponeschi 

 

As these results suggests, when seen from an integrative perspective, building 

meaningful resilience inevitably requires  the development of new roles, skills, services, and 

indicators not just for when a disturbance hits (such as in the context of disaster response or 

weather-related vulnerabilities) but especially around those structures that allow communities 

to thrive in day-to-day life and to imagine a more hopeful future. This is because, as has been 

argued, ‘‘wellness must be a matter of prime concern at all times, not just when it fails” (Norris 

et al., 2008: 133). Adopting a trauma-informed lens is thus an opportunity to design systems 

and provisions––especially preventative ones––so that the system does not respond from a 

crisis angle when a disturbance hits but can absorb costs and find mechanisms for addressing 

climate threats on an ongoing basis.   
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5.7 Conclusion: The Promise of Healing Justice  

 

This paper contrasted mainstream narratives and grassroots approaches to resilience-

building, using trauma-informed (Reeves, 20015) and bioecological perspectives to inform its 

analysis. It argued that climate hazards have significant repercussions not only on urban 

infrastructure but also on people, and addressed why physical and mental health needs should 

be treated as interconnected, not separate, aspects of adequate climate response. In 

particular, this paper argued that municipal governments must expand the mandate of their 

climate interventions to include a robust mental health component to their resilience plans in 

light of the potential for traumatization that exposure to climate hazards and lack of attuned 

response can have on residents.   

As these findings demonstrate, municipal frameworks currently dismiss or downplay 

the significance of mental health experiences in the face of ecological vulnerability, yet trauma 

will increasingly interact with a community’s sense of safety and wellbeing, which means 

trauma-informed care will become a crucial lens through which to plan for resilience and keep 

municipal governments accountable. If climate change is not simply an ecological issue but a 

public health one as well (Lang, 2015), then crafting resilience responses from a trauma-

informed perspective is an invaluable way for municipalities to assess not only the severity of 

climate impacts on the ground but also the success of their interventions in the communities 

they serve.  

In recent years, in large part thanks to the work of activists involved in Black Lives 

Matter21 and other racial justice movements, the concept of healing justice has emerged as a 

promising framework from which to unite the work of (social, environmental, racial) justice with 

the work of making cities more inclusive and resilient. Healing justice advocates, much like 

their environmental justice counterparts, understand that the adverse outcomes of climate 

change are not coincidental but the deliberate result of policies that keep certain demographics 

safe(er) while downloading risk onto others (Tironi and Rodríguez-Giralt, 2017; Rodriguez, 

2015; Climate Justice Alliance, n.d.). At the core of this movement is the view that healing is 

more than an act of individual self-care but rather a political act through which people and 

communities can reclaim wholeness and seek empowerment by addressing shortcomings at 

the institutional and systems-level (Chavez-Diaz and Lee, 2015; Ginwright, 2015). These 

 
21 See, for example: Black Lives Matter (n.d.) Healing in Action: a Toolkit for Healing Justice and Direct Action 
https://blacklivesmatter.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/BLM_HealinginAction-1-1.pdf 

https://blacklivesmatter.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/BLM_HealinginAction-1-1.pdf
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shortcomings are interpreted holistically to include anything from ‘toxic stress’ (Shern et al., 

2016) to lack of resources and failing service provision. For many vulnerable communities––

especially for people of colour––these outcomes are often entrenched in intergenerational 

dynamics that leave devastating and profoundly traumatic effects across entire family and 

community systems, creating loops of dependency and struggle across a continuum that 

extends from the school-to-prison pipeline (American Civil Liberties Union, n.d.) to genetic 

expression (Voisey et al., 2014; Yehuda and Bierer, 2009). For this reason, policies that are 

understood to be exacerbating or furthering harm are the target of reform, so that they may 

be transformed to promote the social, spiritual, physical, and emotional wellbeing of people 

and the health of the places they live in.   

When it comes to planning for resilience, the healing justice approach is promising 

precisely because it connects “healing from the wounds inflicted from structural oppression” 

(Ginwright, 2015: 35) with an outward focus on social change, calling for the equal provision 

of those resources required to foster a sense of agency and hope. As one of the first 

movements to explicitly position its organizing around the existence of (bioecological) trauma, 

one of the primary aims of healing justice advocates is to reverse the impact that exposure to 

trauma has on the “collective spirit and sense of imagination of communities” (ibid.: 5). Indeed, 

a crucial distinction this movement makes is that it is not sufficient to alleviate misery if policy 

interventions don’t also foster personal and collective fulfillment. Prolonged exposure to 

trauma and systemic oppression not only limits a sense of agency––it also crucially 

undermines trust, hope, and belief in the possibility for change, thus reinforcing the status quo. 

It is for this reason that activists consider lack of imagination as “the greatest casualty of 

trauma” (Ginwright, 2018), working to target not only somatic symptoms like depression or 

anxiety but also the ability to imagine other ways of being in society.   

The emphasis on healing, particularly through an expanded understanding of mental 

health and wellbeing, is the avenue through which healing justice advocates aim to reawaken 

imagination and stimulate creativity for just alternatives to the neoliberal paradigm. An 

integrative lens to resilience planning connects the personal and collective dimensions of 

climate vulnerability by moving beyond an individualistic lens of recovery, aiming instead to 

“foster more humanizing and transformative spaces of possibility and hope” (Ginwright, 2009). 

This systems-wide, integrative lens can restore, reclaim, and repair the disconnect in 

mainstream resilience planning by insisting on interventions that aren’t simply one-offs but 

part of a larger mandate to calibrate responses to evolving needs and shifting ecological 

priorities, repairing the disconnect between socio-economic and environmental vulnerability 

that currently influences mainstream framings of urban resilience.  
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What makes the emphasis on healing so transformative is the fact that if bouncing back 

is not the endpoint of being resilient––but rather promoting equity and wellbeing are––then 

resilience planning becomes an avenue through which to ask critical questions about the 

status quo. For example, which values the mainstream culture is promoting, how they play out 

spatially and materially, and who gets to benefit the most from them. (In Hippocrates’s famous 

words, “healing is a matter of time, but it is sometimes also a matter of opportunity”22). The 

emphasis on wellbeing is perhaps the most powerful and subversive element in the 

conversation about integrative resilience. It overrides debates about the need for fixed or 

universal definitions of resilience and stimulates alternatives to simply bouncing back to the 

status quo.   

Rather than an ‘infrastructure-first’ approach such as the one observed in Copenhagen 

and New York City’s official plans, what seems to emerge from the experiences of 

communities in these cities is the call for a ‘resources-first’ vision of resilience. Where official 

climate plans presume that keeping buildings safe first will, as a consequence, keep people 

safe, the inverse seems to be true for residents: if people are provided with the resources they 

need to lead healthy and fulfilling lives, their communities will be more resilient and better able 

to face climate disturbances as a result. Here, wellbeing can be a powerful indicator of 

successful resilience precisely because it shifts the focus away from simply bouncing back 

from a disturbance to directly targeting the conditions that foster a higher quality of life.  

Because as Norris et al. (2008: 133) state: “Wellness might actually be a ‘higher bar’ than has 

been used in resilience research, but it is an appropriate standard for concluding that 

adaptation to an altered environment has occurred”.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
22 Hippocrates (1923) (W.H.S. Jones, transl.) Ancient Medicine. Airs, Waters, Places. Epidemics 1 and 3. The 

Oath. Precepts. Nutriment. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press–Loeb Classical Library, 147: 313. 
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6. Conclusion  

 

6.1 Research Synopsis  

 

This dissertation examined how municipal governments have organized to respond to 

the climate crisis, particularly how the creation and circulation of official climate plans has 

advanced a shared narrative of ‘mainstream resilience’.  As I document in Chapter 4, the rise 

of a global mainstream narrative holds enormous influence over how resilience is defined and 

operationalized in municipal settings. It does so in three key ways: by presenting a 

technocratic framing of resilience; by employing an apolitical and neutral orientation to 

planning interventions; and by placing undue emphasis on bouncing back to a return state as 

the primary focus (and measure) of resilience interventions. This focus on bouncing back, in 

turn, presents a simplified reading of vulnerability that perpetuates a subtle yet powerful 

narrative suggesting that the real goal of municipal interventions is to minimize interruptions 

to economic activity rather than advancing the safety and wellbeing of urban residents. Indeed, 

critics of mainstream resilience argue that the instrumental use that is made of the concept 

has been used to justify a mode of governance that deliberately de-emphasizes the 

interconnected nature of socio-political and ecological systems in order to change the scope 

of adaptation response.  

To date, neoliberal values have exerted a strong influence over the framing of 

resilience in mainstream narratives. Far from being dismissed wholesale, however, resilience 

remains an important concept for many community organizers and critical scholars, for whom 

it offers an avenue through which to demand both social and institutional change. As I discuss 

in Chapters 4 and 5, resilience possesses a largely unacknowledged and underestimated 
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discursive potential that could become a powerful tool for transformation (Biermann et al., 

2016). In particular, expanding and diversifying definitions of resilience could become a means 

to radicalize critiques of current economic and political structures, harnessing and strategically 

growing what Spivak (2012) calls ‘the will to social justice’ in the everyday realm. Rather than 

privileging the point of view of technocratic experts such as planners and engineers, rooting 

resilience in everyday life is an opportunity to give space to so-called “first responder social 

institutions and collectivities” (DeVerteuil and Golubchikov, 2016: 147) such as non-profit 

organizations, volunteer groups, and neighbourhood collectives that play an important part in 

building resilience on the ground.   

These are the institutions through which “everyday social reproduction” (ibid.) is enabled 

and, therefore, sites that hold enormous potential for redefining the resilience-building process 

along imaginative and radical lines, focusing not only on bouncing back but also on ‘resisting and 

reworking’ (Katz, 2004) the neoliberal system that has contributed to the climate crisis in the first 

place. This is precisely the “resilience from below” that Vrasti and Michelsen (2017: 4) propose 

could intensify mutual aid ties at the community level and, through an expansive reading of 

vulnerability, lead to “different, even revolutionary, forms of political solidarity” (1).  

Indeed, understanding climate resilience as more complex and nuanced than simply a 

matter of emission control or flood prevention is one way to acknowledge that we live in a state 

of “shared precarity” (Butler, 2004) with one another––that is, to acknowledge that risks and 

vulnerabilities affect individuals and communities, not just infrastructure and economic assets. 

Crucial to advancing a socially just vision of resilience is the subversive “rediscovery of (an 

often lost) ‘cultural repertoire’” (Wilson, 2013: 206) through which to demand the integration of 

wellbeing, environmental justice, and the right to the city into the very definition and process 

of urban resilience planning. Viewing resilience as ‘redeemable’––that is, not inextricable from 

neoliberal influence––means that to be resilient is to always have the opportunity to rethink 

the status quo, in so doing articulating what an improved or alternative understanding of the 

return state might be. 

 A critical engagement with mainstream resilience narratives therefore offers a timely 

opportunity to advance social-ecological agendas that are integrative and explicit in their 

demands for wellbeing and social justice outcomes. As I discuss in Chapter 5, an integrative 

lens to resilience planning connects the personal and collective dimensions of climate 

vulnerability by moving beyond an individualistic lens of recovery, aiming instead to “foster 

more humanizing and transformative spaces of possibility and hope” (Ginwright, 2009). This 

view is informed by a series of approaches that I argue are foundational to meaningful 
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resilience building: a bioecological reading of vulnerability and wellbeing, a trauma-informed 

lens to resource-building, and a healing justice approach to policy interventions.   

Unlike its technocratic counterpart, a key distinction the integrative resilience approach 

makes is that individuals are not equally vulnerable to nor similarly affected by the cl imate 

crisis, because the resources, “values, behaviours, skills and understanding that human 

communities cultivate in their members”  (Harvey, 1996: 4) form the context through which 

resilience is either facilitated or hindered. Indeed, the bioecological model brings to life the 

ways in which climate impacts do not begin and end with an individual alone but rather interact 

with the broader context (‘ecosystem’) within which they occur. What makes the emphasis on 

healing so transformative is that if bouncing back is not the endpoint of being resilient––but 

rather promoting equity and wellbeing are––then resilience planning becomes an avenue 

through which to ask critical questions about the status quo (for example, which values the 

mainstream culture is promoting, how they play out spatially and materially, and who gets to 

benefit the most from them).  

 

6.2   Summary of Research Findings   

 

As a collection, the three manuscripts that make up the core of this dissertation 

(Chapters 3-5) investigate if and how a mainstream reading of resilience accounts for the 

needs and values of local residents, with special emphasis placed on issues of vulnerability 

and equity. What follows is a brief overview of this research’s key themes and findings.  

 

6.2.1 Green Growth Agenda  

 

Official narratives present a strong link between resilience and green growth, with the 

two terms treated almost as coterminous and virtually inseparable. Indeed, there seems to be 

little room within official climate plans for questioning the desirability of green growth.  A key 

informant described resilience planning as being part of Copenhagen’s “growth paradigm” 

(p.65) pointing to knowledge-sharing, partnership-building, and membership in transnational 

municipal networks as crucial strategies through which growth was being pursued in the city.  

As another key informant put it, with growth intimately tied to political and economic benefits, 

even those in oppositional positions must question this relationship with caution. Linking the 

two terms, in fact, allows municipal actors and their partners to open up profitable new market 

opportunities and generate consensus for their proposed interventions. For instance, the 
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municipal employee closely involved in the management of Klimakvarter reflected on the ways 

in which being selected as European Green Capital allowed Copenhagen to leverage its win 

to secure funding for its flagship project.  Another  important  way that  municipal agents pursue  

business opportunities is by presenting resilience in a friendly light to economic actors who 

may otherwise be threatened by the constraints that an environmental agenda may. For 

example, the representative of a prestigious Foundation mentioned that embedding an explicit 

partnership-building mandate into her organization’s work had doubled as a way to “prove to 

the market that there’s a need for private, non-profit NGOs to partner with cities in this unique 

way on building resilience” (p. 68). Together, these efforts reinforce political and discursive 

alignment to the particular brand of resilience-thinking favoured by mainstream narratives.   

 

 

6.2.2   Gaps in Translation  

 

Key informants shared examples of how an emphasis on using resilience as a pathway 

to continued economic growth was resulting in competing and ambiguous project mandates 

on the ground. In Copenhagen, a sustainable mobility project that sought to eliminate car traffic 

simultaneously planned for a 2% annual traffic growth to accommodate rising rates of car 

ownership (Klimakvarter made similar accommodations for parking spaces while designing its 

‘climate-adapted’ spaces).  Other key informants reflected on the ways in which civil society 

groups have had to adopt the language of official narratives in order to receive attention  and  

financial  support from  decision-makers, in the process questioning the meaning and 

effectiveness of terms like ‘resilience’ and ‘vulnerability’ that seem to water down grassroots 

values and  goals.  Similarly, key informants often spoke about a gap in translation between 

the marketing of a climate initiative and how the finished product was experienced locally 

following its launch.  Awareness of the flagship Klimakvarter project or of PlaNYC’s existence 

appeared to be lower locally and quite high internationally, a finding that was confirmed by an 

investigative journalism report that uncovered significant differences between the way the City 

of New York spoke of community involvement and actual community perceptions of PlaNYC.  

Similar gaps and power asymmetries were experienced not only at the highest levels of 

decision-making, but also in and through intermediary institutions designed to more closely 

represent the needs and interests of community groups, such as Economic Development 

Corporations and Community Boards.   
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6.2.3   Bouncing Back at the Expense of Community Empowerment  

 

The emphasis on bouncing back is the cornerstone of official resilience narratives.  

Much like its green growth foundation, however, there currently isn’t much room in mainstream 

interpretations of resilience to question what it is exactly that resilience subjects are bouncing 

back to, or why bouncing back is required in the first place. Instead, the twinning of the two 

terms advances the narrative that to cope in the world is to be exposed to risk, where the 

expectation is to give up presumptions of safety while being agnostic and uncritical about the 

changes at hand (Vrasti and Michealsen, 2016). While this shift may at first seem a subtle 

discursive one, the experiences of key informants in New York City point to repercussions that 

are far from subtle in real life.  With climate change acting as an amplifier of human rights and 

other social justice issues, key informants such as the Program Director of a local 

neighbouhood Foundation  reflected  on the ways in which residents have had to take on the 

responsibility of planning emergency responses  on their  own  because they  “can’t rely on 

government to provide that” (p. 75).  Experiences of burnout and operating in constant 

‘emergency mode’ were also shared by research participants. These findings are  especially 

troubling as climate change is ramping up at a time of widespread austerity that has already 

weakened many communities, leaving them with fewer material resources and stocks of social 

capital “step up to fill the gaps created by state retrenchment” (MacKinnon and Derickson, 

2012: 263).   

 

6.2.4 Technocratic Planning Hinders Community Trust and Engagement 

 

In Chapter 4, key informants reflected on how a technocratic view of resilience was 

creating, and in some cases exacerbating, issues of trust between citizens and institutions, 

particularly in the public consultation process.  Research findings revealed several instances 

of limited community engagement leading to adverse outcomes for residents.  A key informant 

referred to insurance policy determining a return to the status quo without consideration for 

ecological vulnerability, and similarly mentioned the case of New York’s Build It Back program 

to illustrate how institutional funding priorities limited the ability of residents to rebuild 

according to local needs.  Other key informants spoke about the displacement that eco-

gentrification is causing in their city, with adverse impacts on their sense of security and 

belonging, as well as on their livelihoods. As I discuss in Chapters 4 and 5, community 

participation and inclusion are often invoked and even praised in the climate action plans of 
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these study sites but in practice they are often treated as an afterthought. In their municipal 

resilience plans, processes of citizen engagement are rarely formalized and operationalized 

alongside hard metrics and benchmarks, and when they are there is little transparency over 

their methodology or impact. In this sense, speaking of civil society involvement and 

democratic engagement does not translate into a sharing or transfer of power because it does 

not, in practice, empower the very demographics official narratives claim to be working with.  

 

6.2.5 ‘Infrastructure-First’ Approach to Resilience  

 

As I document in Chapter 5, New York City and Copenhagen openly adopt an 

‘infrastructure-first’ approach that assumes that if buildings and other physical assets are kept 

safe, then residents themselves will be kept safe as a result. By relegating value to that which 

can be easily quantified in monetary terms, both cities overwhelmingly focus their attention on 

infrastructure and economy at the detriment of other aspects of municipal life––such as access 

to affordable housing, trauma-informed healthcare, or vibrant public spaces––that influence 

resilience and livability at large. As the experiences of local key informants and workshop 

participants confirm, economic concerns alone do not sufficiently capture the range of social 

implications that intersect with questions of livability, wellbeing, and safety. In other words, by 

only searching for and reinforcing those values of interest to the status quo, municipal climate 

plans may further complicate individual and collective vulnerability and keep communities 

stuck in maladaptive coping patterns. Especially troubling is the presumption that an 

‘infrastructure-first’ approach to resilience-planning will be sufficient to keeping local 

populations safe. In both cities, municipal assessments imply that smart investments and 

technocratic adaptation can adequately account for the majority of resident needs––and that 

simple add-ons, not bioecological planning, can balance impacts that may otherwise be 

uneven for already vulnerable communities.  

 

6.2.6 Strategic Reading of Vulnerability  

 

As I discuss primarily in Chapter 4, planning interventions from a technocratic stance 

strategically shifts attention away from questions of equity and social justice, de-emphasizing 

the need for a well-rounded definition and assessment of vulnerability that takes into account 

the already uneven effects of neoliberal governance on municipal residents. Similarly, there is 

little to no acknowledgment in these plans of how the current economic system itself can erode 
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the adaptive capabilities and resources of local populations, so framings that emphasize 

bouncing back from a disturbance continue to discount the experience of vulnerable 

demographics  (especially by assuming that their experience and needs are comparable to 

those of more secure subjects).  Indeed, while vulnerability is a significant focus of resilience 

thinking, in municipal climate plans vulnerability is often engaged with in abstract terms of 

‘stress’ or ‘disturbance’ on systems, rarely with a grounded analysis of how it impacts the lived 

experience of people.     

More importantly, official climate plans purposefully do not take into account other 

forms of vulnerability and loss––such as personal losses––that might arise as a result of 

exposure to climate change. As I argue in Chapter 5, this view of vulnerability is further 

restricted by how municipalities scope their action plans, often limiting their assessment of 

climate impacts to weather-related events only, and further restricting this assessment to the 

primary forms of ecological vulnerability––such as flooding and heat waves––identified as 

critical for each city. Lacking a comprehensive and community-informed framework of 

vulnerability, residents feel less safe as a result of responses that are purported to advance 

overall resilience but which ultimately do not meet their needs. One of the key informants 

provided a compelling example of this when describing the battle between affordable housing 

and community gardens that was being fought in New York City at the time of our interview 

(p. 105). Another key informant expressed concern over technocratic interventions in the built 

environment that alter community ties and affect residents’ quality of life, citing the adverse 

impacts that technocratic solutions to elevation (p. 104) could have on communities that rely 

on a vibrant neighbourhood life to feel connected.  

 

6.2.7   Resilience is Relational  

 

A common thread found throughout Chapters 3-5 is the importance of cultivating and 

supporting strong social ties as an avenue through which to allow communities the opportunity 

to more equitably participate in the articulation of local resilience goals. Rather than privileging 

the point of view of technocratic experts such as planners and engineers, rooting resilience in 

everyday life is an opportunity to give space to so-called “first responder social institutions and 

collectivities” (DeVerteuil and Golubchikov, 2016: 147). Experiences such as Ready Red 

Hook’s demonstrate how a strong sense of community, belonging, and engagement can 

empower the emergence of local resilience, giving rise to “a set of networked adaptive 

capacities” (Norris et al., 2008: 135) that contribute directly to the resourcefulness of a 
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community. Other examples include the Northern Manhattan Climate Action Plan (p. 132), the 

post-disaster organizing that took place in in the Florida Keys (p. 132), the International 

Medical Corps.’ approach to disaster medical care (p. 121), and the NYDIS’ model of 

‘sustainable recovery’ (p. 131-132). These examples of community resilience matter because 

they stimulate the diversification of mainstream interventions by encouraging investments in 

areas that can enhance social support rather than merely fortify infrastructure or facilitate 

public-private partnerships. Understanding resilience as evolving and co-created is one way 

to give rise to a critical counter-narrative that is inclusive of diverse perspectives and that can 

articulate stronger, more transparent policy outcomes.  

 

6.2.8 Mental Health and Wellbeing 

 

As I argue in Chapter 5, how a city plans (or not) for the integrative health of its 

residents is a key way to identify whose interests are being advanced socially, spatially, and 

economically at a time of rapid environmental change. My analysis of New York City and 

Copenhagen’s resilience strategy reveals that consideration for the mental health dimensions 

of climate change is completely absent in the municipalities’ climate plans, as is an integrative 

analysis that convincingly connects vulnerability with its bioecological dimensions. In both 

plans, the words “mental health”, “psychological”, “emotional” and “healing” do not appear 

once. The word “equity” appears  one time in each document: in Copenhagen’s case, in 

relation to financial equity (to “ensure that the municipality has some equity to invest in 

defensive measures” [82]), and in New York case’s in relation to building resilience (“to enable 

an equitable distribution of such funds across building types and geographies” [83]). The word 

“trauma” is entirely absent from Copenhagen’s adaptation plan. In New York’s case, 9 

mentions were found but none which acknowledged the potential for traumatization in the 

population––a fact which is especially noteworthy given how much weight is given in PlaNYC 

to the city’s experience of Hurricane Sandy and its legacy of “heartache and hardship” (4).  I 

argue that this is a striking and irresponsible omission on the part of the two cities.  Despite 

the glaring absence from their climate plans,  in fact,  studies show that the physiological and 

psychological impacts of climate change are only growing, and will continue to give rise to 

interlocking health outcomes such as post-traumatic stress disorder and compromised 

immune function (Clayton et al., 2017; Cheng and Berry, 2013; Fritze et al., 2008) that 

municipal responses currently do not contemplate.  For many key informants and workshop 

participants, resilience should instead be  an opportunity to strengthen and sustain the 

structures of care that allow residents to continuously work towards their wellbeing and 
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success––even if according to terms that may disrupt the economic paradigm that contributed 

to the disturbance in the first place.  

 

6.3 Contributions to Knowledge   

 

This dissertation brings together a diversity of perspectives that have, to date, been 

kept largely separate. It connects current debates about social-ecological resilience and 

critical urban scholarship with literature from community psychology, trauma studies, and 

healing justice, and contributes to knowledge by making the case for an integrative approach 

to municipal climate action.  What follows is a summary of key research contributions.  

 

6.3.1 Trauma-Informed Approach to Urban Resilience Planning 

 

To date, little research exists that directly investigates the relationship between climate 

change and trauma. Recognition is slowly growing for the mental health dimensions of climate 

change, particularly instances of eco-anxiety, grief, and depression that are affecting a 

growing number of people worldwide. For example, the work of emotional geographers such 

as Ashlee Cunsolo has contributed enormously in exposing the reality of ecological grief and 

how its experience is disrupting attachment to place, sense of identity, and emotional 

wellbeing among affected communities (see, for example, Cunsolo and Landman, 2017). As 

a result, climate change is slowly being acknowledged as a public health matter (Bourque and 

Cunsolo Willox, 2014; Cheng and Berry, 2013; Berry, Bowen, and Kjellstrom, 2010; APA, 

2009). Trauma is also increasingly seen as an issue of concern for public health, in large part 

thanks to the research of neuroscientists and bio-psychologists that is contributing to our 

understanding of the links between physiological, psychological, and emotional distress on 

human health and development  (van der Kolk, 2014; Levine, 2010).   

At the same time, studies that explicitly connect climate change and trauma remain 

few and mostly focused on natural disasters and emergency preparedness (Schulenberg, 

2016; Schmeltz et al., 2013; Leitch, Vanslyke, and Allen, 2009; Galea, Nandi, and Vlahov, 

2005).  In them, trauma is discussed primarily as a medical diagnosis, with recommendations 

for treatment that remain largely rooted in individual experience.  This research challenges the 

traditionally medical view of trauma as an isolated, personal experience that is understood as 

separate from the broader socio-economic structures within which it occurs, and connects it 

to broader conversations about wellbeing, equity, and justice by relying on the principles of 
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trauma-informed care (Hernandez-Wolfe et al., 2015). The latter, while still a niche practice, 

is steadily being employed to guide the provision of frontline services, particularly in the 

context of homelessness, sexual abuse, and addiction recovery. Its principles are also 

gradually gaining prominence in the public education sector, especially as more is learned 

about Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) and their impact on students’ cognitive 

development (Burke-Harris, 2018). To my knowledge, this research is the first to integrate the 

principles of trauma-informed care to the study of climate change and urban resilience.   

 

6.3.2 Linking Bioecological Theory and Climate Vulnerability   

 

While critiques that brilliantly connect the rise of  resilience planning to the  

neoliberalization of municipal and environmental  governance are not lacking in  social science 

literature  (Michelsen,  2017;  Keil, 2014; Slater, 2014; Dalby, 2013; Joseph, 2013; Cote and 

Nightingale, 2012; O’Malley, 2010), an interdisciplinary and  multi-level  reading of vulnerability  

continues to be mostly absent  from the conversation. In urban scholarship, critical analyses 

of resilience remain primarily focused on the ways in which neoliberal agendas are changing 

political and economic landscapes, with special emphasis on how they are constraining the 

ability of citizens to participate in civic life, secure a dignified living, and express their dissent. 

In this sense, vulnerability is part of the conversation but is addressed almost implicitly, and 

still does not sufficiently focus on the climate crisis and its roots in neoliberal agendas. In 

social-ecological literature, on the other hand, conversations that expose the links between 

socio-economic vulnerability and climate risk are growing, yet recommendations for 

interventions do not generally advocate for systems change in a way that connects structural 

inequality with the demands of grassroots social movements.  My research explicitly connects 

these dimensions and employs an interdisciplinary and intersectional reading of vulnerability 

by applying bioecological theory to the discussion of urban climate resilience. The 

bioecological perspective originates from the field of community psychology and has 

contributed enormously to the formulation of trauma-informed frameworks, yet it remains 

conspicuously absent from conversations about climate vulnerability, especially in municipal 

contexts. By integrating insights from trauma studies and community psychology, this 

research hopes to expand current framings of vulnerability and to improve resilience outcomes 

in cities. In particular, it makes the case for rethinking municipal policy and planning through 

an integrative lens, to expand the scope of technocratic interventions while also providing an 

entry point for renewed forms of political resistance in the age of neoliberalism-fueled climate 

crisis.     
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6.3.3 Integrative Resilience    

 

Interest in resilience has grown remarkably over the last decade, being a frequent 

subject of academic study and an increasingly popular topic of debate outside of academia.  

Yet discussions about resilience continue, for the most part, to be fragmented and siloed.  

Municipalities continue to privilege a more positivist view of resilience that fails to adequately 

capture the reality of social and environmental change.  Social-ecological research, on the 

other hand, has contributed enormously to expanding strictly ecological analyses of resilience, 

particularly by incorporating socio-economic and political analyses into the study of complex 

systems. At the same time, there seems to be little  academic  cross-pollination  between 

disciplines,  particularly when it comes to the  contributions of scholars in  other  related fields–

–such as psychology, disaster studies, and public health, to name a few––that have 

contributed in important ways to advancing our understanding of resilience.  In popular culture, 

the way that resilience is approached by mainstream subjects is also increasingly siloed and 

is at high risk of being diluted and coopted by neoliberal interests. For example, resilience 

seems to be increasingly conflated with notions of wellbeing and self-care that reinforce 

neoliberal patterns of consumption and individualism, at the expense of critical analyses of 

community and structural care that are placing additional burdens on already vulnerable 

populations.   

As I argue in Chapter 5, isolating recovery efforts as a measure of personal 

competence or purely as a matter of self-care is arguably parallel to the neoliberal, 

entrepreneurial logic that dismisses structural injustice and makes of individual hard work the 

cure-all for hardship. Socially, this framing can result in victims being blamed for their ill-health 

or their inability to bounce back and thrive after a disturbance. Politically, it can limit the ability 

of residents to participate in civic life or express their dissent if ‘emergency mode’ and burnout 

come to dominate their daily reality. By  introducing the original concept of ‘integrative 

resilience’, my research hopes to:  firstly, provide a bridge between diverse disciplines and 

practices;  secondly, to highlight the connections between ecological, bioecological, and 

social-ecological  approaches to resilience; and, lastly, to  contribute to the formulation of more 

comprehensive and equitable resilience policies and programs  that can create the conditions 

for structural care as opposed to insisting on  individualized resilience as a means (or the only 

means) of survival. 
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6.3.4 Healing Justice  

 

Lastly, this research is a contribution to the discussion about healing justice, a small 

but promising field that is informing intersectional activism and progressive policymaking 

around the world yet remains under-theorized and under-discussed in academic literature.  To 

my knowledge, this is the first time that healing justice is explicitly discussed in the context of 

municipal climate resilience, and in a way that positions trauma as a central piece (and 

outcome) of the experience of climate change.  Practically, this research also amplifies and 

advances the work of frontline communities who are challenging and resisting the 

neoliberalization not only of urban governance, but of wellbeing and (self-) care more broadly. 

It does so by exposing and articulating the ways in which the neoliberal turn in resilience 

planning has constrained and, in many ways limited, the scope of interventions at the local 

level, calling for the ‘resourcing’ of resilience through structural interventions and attuned 

social services.  It also provides concrete examples of the types of intervention that address 

structural inequality while simultaneously providing a space for interpersonal and emotional-

psychological support on the ground. Examples such as Ready Red Hook (pp. 128, 130-131), 

the Northern Manhattan Climate Action plan (p. 132), NYDIS (pp.131-132) and the 

International Medical Corps’ model of disaster relief (p. 121), and community-led approaches 

to housing recovery in Puerto Rico, Miami, and the Florida Keys (p.132) could become a 

valuable starting point for growing integrative resilience in cities. The insights gathered through 

participatory, community-placed methods employed by this research also contribute  to  these 

efforts by suggesting ways in which trauma-informed interventions could help keep institutions 

accountable and help strengthen the demands of local social movements,  arguing that healing 

justice should be one of the primary outcomes––and standards––of  successful  climate  

adaptation.  

 

6.4 Future Research  

 

While complementary to integrative resilience, a number of questions and areas for 

future research emerge that did not immediately fit within the scope of this research project. 

Non-state actors such as philanthropic organizations have, over the last decade, played a 

decisive role in shaping the trajectory of municipal resilience mandates. What are the 

implications of their involvement for processes of urban governance, particularly in terms of 

democratic accountability and transparency? Thinking of the sudden demise of the 100 
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Resilient Cities program23 in particular, what are the consequences for global resilience 

planning when non-state actors unilaterally withdraw their support from municipal 

governments?  

In relation to trauma, mainstream culture currently views some of the more crucial 

manifestations of traumatic stress––such as maladaptive coping, loss of social networks, 

feelings of injustice, and  pathology (APA, 2009; Bryant et al., 2016; Rawson, 2016; 

Hernandez-Wolfe, 2015)––as secondary to economic performance at best. As more is learned 

about trauma and its far-reaching biopsychosocial implications, there is an urgent need to 

develop indicators that can accurately track progress on integrative resilience. Municipalities 

already collect public health data that might prove useful as a baseline for the development of 

resilience indicators: how might inter-departmental collaboration be spurred to refine data 

collection and develop new evaluative tools?  Overall, how could these indicators contribute 

to advancing trauma-informed and healing justice-oriented policies and programs more 

systematically?  Thinking, for example, about the links between traumatic stress and the 

production of cortisol (Bevans, Cerbone, and Overstreet, 2008; Miller, Chen, and Zhou, 2007)–

–commonly known as ‘the stress hormone’––as well as insulin dysfunction (Blessing et al., 

2017; Nowotny, et al.  2010),  and  increased  cardiovascular  risk  (Remch et al., 2018;  

Edmondson and von Känel, 2017;  Nagpal, Gleichauf, and Ginsberg, 2013; Thayer et al., 

2012),  how  might the monitoring of heart rate variability, adrenal function, and other 

biomarkers be employed to track  the impacts of environmental distress and  the success of 

resilience interventions for affected populations? Can the body and body politic be supported 

holistically? 

Equally important will be supporting the development of new roles and skills around 

the nexus of climate change and trauma, particularly to encourage a preventative model of 

policymaking that can mitigate traumatic stress in the population. What could an expanded, 

 
23 The 100 Resilient Cities program was launched in 2013 by the Rockefeller Foundation with the goal of 

facilitating and accelerating municipal action on urban climate resilience, primarily by establishing–and funding–

the innovative position of Chief Resilience Officer in local governments around the world. Following a change of 

executive leadership, the Foundation announced in the summer of 2019 that it would shut down its 100 Resilient 

Cities program within months, citing plans to focus on economic resilience and funding the work of a Washington, 

D.C. think tank as new organizational goals (Bliss, 2019). As Bliss reports in The Atlantic’s City Lab platform, “in 

City Halls around the globe, officials who’d come to rely on their [the Foundation’s] support wondered how they’d 

keep climate-prep initiatives afloat, including the hiring of hundreds of ‘resilience officers.’” She continues: “For 

local governments, the whiplash may be a reminder of the risks of relying of private dollars to create public 

policies.” For more, see also: Fastenrath, Acuto, Coenen, and Keele (2019). 
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integrative mandate for Chief Resilience Officers look like? What other figures might be 

especially valuable as the climate crisis ramps up? At the social level, what policy interventions 

could facilitate culture change and break the stigma around loss, grief, and mental health? 

How to create response mechanisms that pre-emptively address the potential for burnout 

and/or ‘vicarious trauma’ on first responders and community-based support figures?  

Similarly, participatory processes that allow for a biopsychosocial assessment of 

vulnerabilities on the ground to emerge will also be crucial, so that institutional success isn’t 

measured solely in terms of preventing damage to infrastructure and economic activity but 

rather on the ability of communities to heal and thrive before, during, and after a disturbance. 

This process becomes especially significant for populations in a lower socio-economic status 

who are disproportionately exposed to the potential for trauma while simultaneously being at 

higher risk of isolation and low social support. What methodologies could best support these 

efforts? What opportunities are there for academic researchers to receive training in emotional 

first aid and trauma-informed care so to avoid the risk of (re)traumatizaion when working with 

vulnerable communities?  

In relation to healing justice, what opportunities are there to create spaces for healing 

and rest––structurally and relationally––as the climate continues to change? How could 

researchers and activists facilitate the creation of a culture of care and solidarity at a time of 

unrelenting economic pressure, pervasive emotional and relational disconnect, and rampant 

inequality?  Could volatility and uncertainty about the future be used as an opportunity for 

connection rather than disconnection?  What opportunities are there to further theorize healing 

justice in academic literature and participatory research? How could healing justice be 

advanced without erasing or coopting the contributions of LGBTQIA, indigenous and racial 

minorities who have contributed enormously to its conceptualization and practice?   

Similarly, further research directly exploring the climate change-trauma nexus would 

be especially valuable in exposing instances of environmental racism and climate injustice. It 

could also explore how to facilitate the integration of community-led resilience plans such as 

the NMCA Plan (see Chapter 5) into official municipal frameworks and contribute to developing 

participatory assessments of vulnerability from a trauma-informed lens. What role could 

academic research play in facilitating such a change? 

Lastly, there is also an opportunity to keep refining the integrative resilience framework 

itself, particularly by conducting a systematic assessment of municipal climate plans beyond 

New York City and Copenhagen so to identify common areas for intervention in academic, 

policy, and activist domains. Here, a few preliminary questions emerge: How might integrative 
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resilience contribute to our understanding (and development of) therapeutic spaces to mitigate 

the adverse mental health impacts of climate change and neoliberal planning? What role could 

public space play in organizing community responses and facilitating relational healing?  And 

how might a healing justice perspective support community activism around the right to the 

city and inclusive city-building more broadly?  

 

 

6.5 Conclusion  

 

“I want better metaphors. I want better stories.   
I want more openness. I want better questions.”  

–– Rebecca Solnit  

 

 

In writing these concluding thoughts, Rebecca Solnit’s words on the importance of 

telling ourselves better stories seem especially relevant. One of the motivating forces behind 

this research has been the desire for more thoughtful and responsible narratives of resilience.  

Neoliberalism’s “ecological dominance” (Keil, 2009) is such that, today, it is hard to remember 

that its presence in our lives is neither a given nor an immutable part of our daily reality. Yet 

neoliberalism continues to have a stronghold on our imagination and is encroaching ever more 

aggressively in the ways that we relate to one another, show up for one another, and negotiate 

time and space for rest and collective care in Western society.  

There is an inherent pessimism in today’s narratives of resilience (Kelly and Kelly, 

2016). They tell us that disruption is inevitable, that we cannot really change––at best we can 

return to the status quo. This pessimism, no doubt, shares its roots in neoliberalism’s 

reinforcement of a mindset of scarcity and competition––an attitude of protectionism as 

opposed to interdependence, of enclosure as opposed to openness––that is pervasive and 

deeply entrenched in today’s systems. As municipalities abdicate their responsibility to 

constituents by falling for the seduction of the market and its promises of endless growth, one 

of the most devastating and alarming effects of this ecological dominance can be found in the 

ways in which its values have infiltrated our culture and our relational models. What I refer to 

as ‘neoliberal cultural violence’ is the expression of an economic model that places unrelenting 

demands on people and communities, in ways that leave little room for nothing else but 
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personal survival at the expense of collective empathy, consideration for more-than-human 

life,  as well as the luxury of time to “rest and digest” (Harvard Health Publishing, 2018).  The 

emotional and social de-skilling that is plaguing our communities today appears to be one of 

the most dangerous outcomes of this form of cultural violence, as is the normalization of 

indifference that results from the growing disconnect and individualism that dominate our 

social encounters.  

Neoliberalism feeds off of this atrophy of imagination. Indeed, in a society that mirrors 

and reinforces these pessimistic stories and beliefs rather than model attunement it becomes 

near impossible to imagine that things could be different. To paraphrase Rebecca Solnit, the 

tools that neoliberalism gives us are clumsy and inadequate: “They don’t shed light. They don’t 

lead us to interesting places. They don’t let us know how powerful we can be. They don’t ask 

the questions that really matter” (On Being Project, 2016). What they do is promote a culture 

of burnout and helplessness, as well as stunting of our emotional competence and collective 

intuition. 

On the surface, engaging with trauma may also appear to be a dark and pessimistic 

pursuit. Survivors of trauma can struggle more than most to reclaim a sense of self, a sense 

of safety, and a feeling of trust in people as well as in the future. It is no coincidence that 

healing justice advocates see the disconnection and lack of imagination that can result from 

trauma as “the greatest casualty” (Ginwright, 2018) of this experience. Even to speak of 

trauma-informed care may sound misleading initially, because undue emphasis seems to be 

placed on experiences of deficit, or loss, from which ensuing claims are based upon. Yet 

common to most trauma researchers and practitioners is the belief that this work is the portal 

to healing and connection. To speak honestly of our humaneness and our vulnerability opens 

up spaces for action and reflection that we have become unaccustomed to inhabiting. These 

spaces and practices are powerful because they point us with remarkable clarity and integrity 

toward what most gives meaning to life, and what best supports living a meaningful life. To 

engage in the work of healing is therefore to reclaim our agency and our right to a hopeful 

future.   

I believe that the narrative resistance inherent in trauma-informed and healing-

centered engagement offers us an accessible entry point into the work of reclaiming our 

agency and our voice. Narrative resistance is a practical and immediate way to co-create a 

different language, to circulate better stories and metaphors, and to sharpen the focus of our 

collective values and demands. To speak of integrative resilience, then, is an opportunity to 

root this work in place by creating spaces of care and resistance; an opportunity to leverage 
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trauma literacy and healing justice to foster more meaningful relationships and disinvest from 

neoliberalism’s false messaging.  

I strongly believe in the power of civic imagination to disrupt corrupt narratives. My 

hope is that this research contributes to sparking new public imaginaries and new 

conversations around vulnerability and care. I hope it helps challenge outdated and 

manipulative narratives, and replaces them with healthier, more emboldening ones. As 

Leanne Simpson (2016: 24) reminds us, “we have a government that is very good at 

neoliberalism and at seducing our hope for their purposes”. To tell better stories therefore 

means that we cannot tie our civic imagination to the culture that capitalism creates, but that 

we should focus instead on “becoming the storyteller rather than the person who’s told what 

to do” (On Being Project, 2016).  We shouldn’t settle for anything less. 
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APPENDIX A:  

Public Workshop – Event Partners and Speaker Biographies 

 

 
 

 

Event Partners  

 

In both study sites, I partnered with collaborators who helped refine the format of the event 

based on their insider knowledge of local context and politics. In New York City, I benefitted 

from the input of three people, all of whom contributed to the workshop in different capacities. 

Sophie Plitt, an urban ecologist and community organizer, moderated the event with me, which 
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allowed me to better capture the conversations that were taking place in the room at times 

when I myself was presenting or participating in break-out activities. Aurash Khawarzad and 

Grace Vetrocq Tuttle, both Adjunct Faculty members at The New School, helped provide 

access to the DESIS Lab, the event’s venue, and presented on their work as PechaKucha 

speakers. They also incorporated the workshop into their course curriculum and invited 

students from their courses to attend as participants and volunteer note-takers. In 

Copenhagen, I partnered with Sharing.Lab, a ‘think-and-do’ tank that explores the social 

dimensions of urban and territorial resilience through a sharing economy lens.  Sharing.Lab’s 

co-founder contributed by giving a PechaKucha presentation on the topic of sharing economy-

based approaches to resilience, while the rest of the team helped organize the event with me. 

Signe Kassow was instrumental behind the scenes in providing support with language 

translation and connection-building, while Joakim Rex co-designed and facilitated the local 

break-out activity.   

 

Speaker Biographies  

 

The speakers that contributed to the public workshop were all local residents working at the 

forefront of urban sustainability and civic innovation. Below is a short summary of their 

background and areas of expertise, included here so as to highlight the diversity of 

contributions and the interdisciplinary nature of insights that were shared during the events. 

 

 

New York City  

 

• In New York City, Aurash Khawarzad opened the PechaKucha session by presenting 

on the Northern Manhattan Climate Action Plan, a resilience plan written by and for 

community members that is grounded in an environmental justice perspective. Aurash 

is an urban planner and educator, an Adjunct Faculty member in the Department of 

Planning at The New School, and the former Policy Advocacy Coordinator for WEACT 

for Environmental Justice, where he managed the climate change file. As the co-author 

of the popular Tactical Urbanism Toolkit (Vol.1)24, he has exhibited his work on 

 
24 For more, see: Lydon, M., Bartman, D., Woudstra, R., and Khawarzad, A. (2012) Tactical Urbanism (Volume 
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participatory urbanism around the world at venues such as the Venice Architecture 

Biennale in Italy.   

 

• Adam Glenn’s presentation followed. Adam is the founder of AdaptNY, an 

experimental digital news service covering the ways in which communities in the New 

York metro area are adapting to the risks of climate change. The project stems from 

Adam’s experience as a long-time digital journalist working in newsrooms in 

Washington, D.C. and New York. As a Professor of Journalism with appointments at 

Columbia University and the City University of New York, he teaches digital journalism 

at the graduate level, and consults on media projects focused around community 

engagement, including running training workshops for clients ranging from the United 

Nations to international journalism organizations.   

 

• Evan Casper-Futterman is a 5th generation New Yorker who earned a Master’s degree 

in Urban and Regional Planning from the University of New Orleans in 2011, and was 

a White House Intern in the Spring of 2012 in the Domestic Policy Counci l’s Office of 

Urban Affairs. At the event, Evan spoke of his work with SolidarityNYC, a grassroots 

collective of academics and activists advancing the city’s social economy agenda. A 

recent PhD graduate of the Bloustein School of Urban Planning and Public Policy at 

Rutgers University, his research focuses on economic democracy, organizing, and 

policy development.  

 

• Grace Vetrocq Tuttle is an Adjunct Professor at the Parsons School of Design   whose 

work focuses on urban, humanitarian, and education projects. Her practice is 

participatory, inviting partners––experts, children, community members, policy 

makers, administrators, and educators––into the design process as collaborators. She 

has a BA in Anthropology from Bard College, and an MFA from the Transdisciplinary 

Design program from Parsons. For two years, Grace was also a volunteer Community 

Organizer with Sandy Storyline, a participatory documentary project that collects and 

shares stories about the impact of Hurricane Sandy on New York City’s neighborhoods 

and communities.  

 

 
1): Short-Term Action, Long-Term Change. New York: Street Plans Collaborative. 
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Copenhagen   

• In Copenhagen, Jesper Christiansen discussed how institutions can ‘open up’ their 

governance processes to co-design policy programs with stakeholders and the public. 

As the Head of Research at MindLab, Denmark’s internationally renowned cross-

ministerial innovation unit, Jesper focuses on ‘how to deal most effectively with public 

problems in order to most effectively pursue the common good’, particularly through 

better ecosystems for research and development. He holds a PhD in Anthropology 

with a focus on human-centered innovation practices in public sector organizations.  

 

• Peter Just is Sharing.Lab’s Director, an organization he co-founded in 2014 to develop 

sharing economy-based solutions for social change. Prior to starting Sharing.Lab, 

Peter worked in the arts and culture sector, combining communications and political 

expertise in support of EU think tanks, Danish MPs, film festivals, as well as TV, opera, 

music, and theatre productions. Peter is affiliated with Denmark’s School of Design as 

visiting lecturer.  

 

• David Goehring is an architect specializing in the design of sustainable housing 

solutions. As Chora Connection’s Facilitator of the Physical Environment, he 

researches and experiments with emerging methodologies for resilience, particularly 

to ensure optimum resource management for spatial development. Chora Connection 

is a non-profit organization established in 2015 with the vision of achieving a 

sustainable and resilient Denmark by driving concrete behaviour change in support of 

the UN Sustainable Development Goals.  

 

• Kristoffer Melson is a cultural entrepreneur and social innovator with a Master’s in 

education, and a diploma in art and cultural leadership. At the event, Kristoffer spoke 

about his motivation for founding Byhøst, a grassroots organization that transforms 

wild and other unused local food resources into opportunities for strengthening 

community connections. In Copenhagen, Byhøst organizes public dinners, foraging 

tours, and educational workshops to explore the relationship between nature, food, 

and urban development.   

 

• Anders Vestergaard Jensen is a Senior Analyst at Sustania, a Danish organization 

working internationally as a communicator of sustainable solutions whose clients 

include the UN, C40, local municipalities, and companies of all sizes. At Sustania, 
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Anders is responsible for researching and developing the Global Opportunity Report, 

a project conducted in partnership with the United Nations Global Compact to turn 

global (environmental) risks into opportunities for inclusive interventions. Anders holds 

a PhD in transportation planning from the Technical University of Denmark, where his 

research focused on planning, stakeholder participation, and decision analysis.   

 

• The last presentation was given by Sara Melson of GivRum (Danish for: “make/give 

space”), an activist organization that originated inside a reclaimed candy factory known 

across the city as an iconic hub of citizen innovation and collaborative practice. The 

organization’s mission is to spearhead creative new directions for citizen-based 

involvement within urban development, working relationally to promote economic, 

social, and cultural sustainability. At the event, Sara shared her experience managing 

the City Link Festival, an event designed to create a platform for collaboration between 

activists, innovators, and other urban actors in Copenhagen and three other European 

cities.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX B:  

Public Workshop – World Café Discussion Guide 

 
 

A World Café session opens with the introduction of the ‘talking object’, that is, the 

main question for discussion. To allow participants an equal opportunity to contribute, two 

rounds of sharing follow. During the first round, each person speaks briefly to the topic, with 

no feedback or response from others. During the second round, each person speaks again, 

this time deepening their own comments by speaking to what has changed or acquired new 

meaning since hearing everybody’s contributions. Open, spirited conversation follows. The 
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group is invited to refer back to the ‘talking object’ to keep refining the conversation, or to 

introduce guiding questions if there is domination, contention, or lack of focus during the 

discussion. Guiding questions are prompts to help the participants go deeper and are provided 

by the organizers at the beginning of the exercise. In the final round, each person shares 

briefly what has challenged, touched, or inspired them overall. Prior to beginning the group 

discussion portion of the public workshop, a slide was presented to introduce the World Café 

process and values to make sure the format was understandable to all. Participants were 

divided into four break-out groups and were asked to assign a note-taker and a presenter to 

each one. White boards and markers were provided to help capture the conversation however 

participants saw fit: through the use of keywords, short-sentences, bullet points, and/or 

diagrams. Students from local University courses volunteered to act as note-takers and 

summarized the conversation on behalf of the groups. As the conversation unfolded, a slide 

was kept up on the screen to remind participants of the talking object as well as of the prompts 

to go deeper, which were the following:  

 
“What do you think about when you think of resilience?”   
“What are we overlooking?”   
“What would be the essential elements for creating a city that is thriving, sustainable, and 
just?”   
“How do we measure resilience?”   
“What does it take to be empowered?”   
“What kind of economic structures can best support a shift to sustainable living?”   
“How should we re-invent the resilience-planning process so that people feel that they have 
a voice?”   
“What deeper opportunities might this time make possible?”   
“Where do you see reason for hope?”  

 

At the end of the exercise, the room reconvened as a whole, and assigned presenters 

summarized key takeaways. A short plenary discussion followed.    

APPENDIX C:  

Public Workshop – Place-Based Activities 
 

 

New York City  

 

In New York City, a mapping exercise preceded the World Café session. On the 

suggestion of local partners, a map of New York City’s five boroughs was printed and hung 
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on the venue’s wall to allow attendees the opportunity to share answers to the questions: “Who 

is in the room? Where are we concentrated?” Inspired by the Dotmocracy25 style of 

deliberation, sticker sheets of colour-coded dots were made available to attendees. The aim 

of the exercise was to visualize who was in the room by asking participants to self-identify with 

the profession(s) or practice(s) that best represented them. They were then asked to place 

their dot(s) on the map based on the location(s) where they were most active in. The map 

served the dual purpose of allowing the room to quickly see what areas of the city were the 

most and least represented, as well as to spur ideas for networking and collaboration during 

and after the event. (Markers were provided for participants to write down the name of their 

project/organization/initiative if they so desired.)  

 

The colour-coded dots were organized to represent the following fields:  

 

- municipal/policy;  

- not for profit/think tank;  

- academic research/student;  

- community initiative/grassroots coalition;  

- technology/social enterprise;  

- international/multilateral initiative;  

- journalism/storytelling;  

- arts and design;  

- hybrid;  

- and ‘other’. 

 

A second activity followed, facilitated by two guest speakers who gave a short 

presentation on ‘document-based collaborative journalism’. Collaborative journalism 

(Glickhouse, 2019)26 is an emerging practice––prominent especially in the field of investigative 

journalism––that encourages greater collaboration between news organizations to improve 

the fact-finding process and maximize the reach and impact of news stories. The speakers’ 

presentation was an innovative take on the process as it introduced a digital annotation tool 

they had created in order to crowdsource feedback on the City’s official climate plan. The tool 

was conceived to turn PlaNYC into the basis for collaboration between journalists and the 

 
25 For more, see: https://dotmocracy.org/what_is/  

 
26 Glickhouse, R. (2019, August 14) Working Together Better: Our Guide to Collaborative Data Journalism.  

ProPublica.  Retrieved From:  https://www.propublica.org/nerds/collaborative-data-journalism-guide     

https://dotmocracy.org/what_is/
https://www.propublica.org/nerds/collaborative-data-journalism-guide
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public, so to provide interactive feedback as well as to increase transparency, accessibility, 

and accountability in the local resilience planning process. Following this introductory 

presentation, break-out groups were formed to help brainstorm end-user needs and contribute 

to the testing phase of the tool by giving feedback on how to make it as accessible and 

streamlined as possible.  On the request of the presenters, the session was centered around 

the following question: “If you could create any tool to help you more effectively interact with 

public documents, what would it do and what would it look like?” Additional prompts were 

provided to guide and deepen the conversation, including: “What is the longest public 

document you have read and why did you read it?”, “Why do you think more people don't read 

public documents?”, “What other information is needed to make a public document relevant 

to the kinds of people you would want involved in your issue?” The discussion that followed 

reflected the participants’ experiences with formal engagement processes in the city, their 

perspectives on PlaNYC and its outreach efforts to date, as well as personal experiences of 

civic participation in federal and national processes more broadly. Here, too, the results of the 

mapping exercise provided useful prompts for reflection and discussion. 

 

In Copenhagen, participants contributed to a ‘negative brainstorming’ exercise 

conceived by my co-facilitator, Joakim Rex. While many visioning exercises focus on an 

idealized version of a friendly and more efficient future, Joakim proposed we reverse the notion 

to challenge the often vague and open-ended narratives about innovative, climate-friendly 

futures. As a Copenhagener aware of his city’s reputation, Joakim also wanted to defy the 

international community’s tendency to idealize Copenhagen and other Scandinavian cities for 

their near-utopian status of peaceful and progressive places, and proposed working with a 

worst-case scenario to ground the conversation into more concrete starting points for 

imagining a sustainable and equitable future. Though perhaps an unusual exercise to organize 

in the context of a participatory workshop, this exercise proved to be an energizing activity for 

participants, who mentioned that thinking through the worst-case scenario had helped them 

identify the values and outcomes that most mattered to them. It also motivated them to 

challenge the tendency to always look to the future for dire predictions while disregarding 

conditions that may already be quite dire in the present.  
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