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Preamble: Social capacity building for ‘natural’ hazards
The following report is the result of work package (WP) 1 of CapHaz-Net which in the logic of the
project fulfils a specific function: the central concepts of WP 1 and 2 – social capacity building
and risk governance – were prior to the start of the CapHaz-Net project identified as the major
framework concepts. They directly relate to the other thematic
work packages (on risk perception, social vulnerability, risk
communication, risk education
and social resilience; see the
figure to the left). Therefore the
reports of both WP 1 and WP 2
are so-called »living documents«.
Figure: CapHaz-Net’s thematic structure
That means that they are continuously enriched by state-ofthe-art knowledge and empirical examples in the field of enhancing, developing and building
capacities to natural hazards.
This report is version 4 and the first one to be published in the Internet based on a preliminary draft report which was presented at the Lancaster Workshop on November 11, 2009 to a
wider audience of about 30 participants. At that workshop we used the unique opportunity to
discuss the ideas presented in the draft report with a number of experts in this field and to further
improve the content and the structure of the WP 1 report. This report tries to take into account
the suggestions and comments we received during and in the aftermath of the workshop. We
want to use the opportunity again to express our gratitude to all participants. Our particular
thanks go to Fiona Tweed (Staffordshire University), Sue Tapsell and Hazel Faulkner (both
FHRC), Matthias Buchecker and Corina Höppner (WSL), Blaž Komac (GIAM) as well as Bruna
De Marchi (ISIG and Milano) whose detailed comments hopefully helped to improve the report.
The remaining shortcomings are of course entirely our own responsibility.

Contact persons for WP1
Christian Kuhlicke – christian.kuhlicke@ufz.de
Annett Steinführer – annett.steinfuehrer@vti.bund.de
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Introduction to this report
This report examines social capacity building and how this might be understood in the context of
natural hazards in Europe. It is a key deliverable from Work Package (WP) 1 of the CapHaz-Net
FP 7 project. The objective of the report is to review the existing literature on social capacity
building and to relate it to natural hazards and disasters.
By using the term social capacity building we want to emphasise that capacity building is a
social process (rather than a simple managerial task) which involves different actors and takes
place at various levels. It is understood as an umbrella term which comprises efforts to build individual, organizational, communal as well as institutional capacities. In this sense, social capacity building is an ambiguous multi-level concept as it contains both a normative-prescriptive dimension as well as a more conceptual-analytical one. However, we will argue that in spite of all
its ambiguity, fuzziness and social-engineering inclination, the concept and the approach suggested here might provide a useful starting point or a heuristic tool to pave the way from the contemporary situation to an envisioned better future of a more ‘resilient’ society.
This report serves two purposes: On the one hand it attempts to outline some aspects that
we consider as important when it comes to social capacity building for natural hazards in
Europe. We outline basic assumptions that are inherent to most capacity building approaches
(and hence also to the ones with regard to natural hazards). On the other hand, the report also
represents a ‘backbone document’ describing the conceptual frame of CapHaz-Net which is
open for continuous improvements in the course of the project and which serves as main basis
for the final synthesis report of CapHaz-Net to be provided in 2012. It shall provide a means to
stimulate and guide the discussion and is open for incorporating new insights gained during the
action. We therefore call it a ‘living document’.
More specifically, this report is an attempt to structure the field of social capacity building for
natural hazards by deconstructing the compound in its two main components; that is ‘social capacity’ and ‘capacity building’. It wants to discus key assumptions and critical aspects underlying
social capacity building efforts as well as possible relations to other, more established concepts
in the field of natural hazards research. The report is structured as follows:
• In its first part it frames the problem (or rather tension) the report is interested in: on the one
hand, capacity building for natural hazards seems increasingly to gain importance at least on
the level of national and international organizations; on the other hand, this is not yet reflected
in natural hazards research literature. Furthermore it outlines quite general developments taking place in Europe influencing our understanding of social capacity building.
• In its second part, the review will reveal that ‘social capacities’ are already an important topic in
social science research on natural hazards and disasters. However, the concept has not yet
been systematically applied, let alone explored. Vulnerability research, for instance, is interested in it and also the concept of resilience knows something about capacities. Further relations are established to the social capital debate. This part will hence outline how capacities are
dealt with in several discourses and which questions need to be further addressed in the
course of CapHaz-Net.
• The third part considers the discourse on ‘capacity building’. The literature reviewed comes
from different fields of expertise. Interestingly natural hazards per se play hardly any role in this
discussion. The aim of this chapter is to identify central assumptions underlying capacity build-
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ing. At the same time it presents criticism within this discourse. By doing this, it wants to ensure
a conceptual sensitivity, which means to create a certain level of awareness about pitfalls and
difficulties that any attempt of building capacity is confronted with.
• In the fourth part the previous discussion is applied to natural hazards in a conceptual manner
as well as to the structure of CapHaz-Net. Important issues that need to be reflected upon as
well as linkages to other topics and areas of interests are established.
• The fifth part draws some conclusions and addresses open issues and questions.
Generally, we attempted to produce a rather ‘lean’ version of the report which rather outlines
central elements of social capacity building, key questions to be considered and interrelations to
further topics dealt with more intensively in the course of CapHaz-Net in order to substantiate
this ‘backbone report’ in the course of the project. Major concluding remarks and definitions are
highlighted in shaded boxes.
This report is a living document’ which will be revised, updated and developed as the CapHaz-Net project evolves. Although it is made public as a report, it is not in its definitive form.
All comments and suggestions on the document are welcome. This document’s reference is
Deliverable D1.1, version 4 (as of April 2010).
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1

Framing the problem: Why is social capacity building becoming
a relevant concept for natural hazards research in Europe?

»Not every windstorm, earth tremor, or rush of water is a catastrophe. A catastrophe is known by its work;
that is to say, by the occurrence of disaster. So long as a ship rides out the storm, as long as the city resists
the earth-shocks, so long as the levees hold, there is no disaster. It is the collapse of the cultural protection
that constitutes the disaster proper.« (Carr 1932, 211; cited in: Dombrowsky and Brauner 1996, 43)
»In over 25 years experience of disaster situations, we have observed that in most disaster situations there is a tendency for all concerned to exaggerate the scale of damage and dislocation and to greatly underestimate the capacity
of the affected population to resolve their own problems.« (Quarantelli 1973, quoted after Davis 2004, 131)

Capacity building is increasingly gaining relevance in efforts to reduce the impacts of natural
hazards and disasters. At least, this is the impression the reader has when reviewing documents
of international and national organizations aiming at reducing the devastating consequences of
natural disasters. The Hyogo Framework for Action 2005–2015, for instance, contains several
links to capacity building efforts. It identifies as one of its central ‘priorities for actions’ the need to
enhance “international and regional cooperation and assistance in the field of disaster risk reduction through, inter alia: The transfer of knowledge, technology and expertise to enhance capacity building for disaster risk reduction” (UN/ISDR 2006, 5). Resources should be invested for
ensuring appropriate support for disaster risk reduction in general, but also for “awarenessraising initiatives and for capacity-development measures” (ibid.).
At the same time such capacity building efforts are predominantly related to developing
countries and in this context usually imply transfers of knowledge and technology from the developed ‘north’ to the less developed and more vulnerable ‘south’. This view is also reproduced
in a report of the UN/ISDR Scientific and Technical Committee “Reducing Disaster Risk through
Science – Issues and Actions”. It identifies a lack of capacity on the side of developing countries
“in terms of human, institutional and material resources for a range of disaster reduction needs,
including identifying hazards, exposure levels, and vulnerability and thereby characterizing risk,
as well as integrating this information into national and regional development goals, informing
the public, and developing risk reduction programmes” (UN/ISDR 2009b, 17). Interestingly, the
IPCC definition of capacity building follows a similar line of argument: “In the context of climate
change, capacity building is developing the technical skills and institutional capabilities in developing countries and economies in transition to enable their participation in all aspects of adaptation to, mitigation of, and research on climate change, and in the implementation of the Kyoto
Mechanisms, etc.” (IPCC 2007, 871). Similarly, a strategy paper on adaptation research argues
that “substantial investments are needed in scientific and technical capacities in the developing
world” (Patwardhan 2009, 223).
For some scholars such an understanding of capacity building is problematic. Firstly, as it
is stressed that not only Western countries have trained practitioners and scientists as well as
expertise and techniques to reduce disaster risks, but also “non-Western peoples have historically developed sophisticated strategies and complex institutions to reduce the constant insecurity of their lives” (Bankoff 2004, 32). Secondly, there is a strong paternalistic stance in this debate when capacity building is regarded as providing others with goods, information, services
and further resources. These two objections point towards some fundamental questions any
capacity building effort is confronted with: Who has the legitimacy and the power to identify and
CapHaz-Net WP 1 report SOCIAL CAPACITY BUILDING (Version 4, April 2010)
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define a ‘lack of capacity’? How are capacities and the success of enhancing these capacities
measured and by whom? What is the goal of capacity building efforts? Should they be the same
for each individual, for each organization? What is the appropriate level of capacity building?
What is or should the relationship between ‘capacity builder’ and those lacking capacities be
like? These are just some questions, among others, which this report deals with. Moreover, it
also tries to overcome the somewhat one-sided perspective on technical and institutional skills
by explicitly focusing on social capacity building.
As already pointed out, social capacity building is usually applied with respect to non-European
(or at least non-EU) countries. There are even hints in the literature that the origin of the very
concept of capacity building stems from a non-European, namely South American and in that
time highly non-democratic, context (outlined in more detail below). It is hence a very different
frame of reference compared with the one CapHaz-Net is focusing on. European countries were
so far rather known as capacity builders; the idea that it is necessary to build capacities in
Europe itself might sound somewhat awkward as it implies that there is also a need to build capacities on the part of contemporary European societies. Yet, a look into the “National Progress
Report on the implementation of the Hyogo Framework for Action“ of the German Committee for
Disaster Reduction DKKV reveals that also European countries are concerned with capacity
building (DKKV 2009). It identifies as one of its major ‘strategic goals’ the “development and
strengthening of institutions, mechanisms and capacities at all levels, in particular at the community level, that can systematically contribute to building resilience to hazards” (ibid., 4).
Against this background the question arises: why is social capacity building becoming a
relevant concept for natural hazards research also in Europe? What exactly is lacking that social
capacity building is gaining relevance? To find answers to these questions is obviously not an
easy task, all the more as the scientific discussion on this matter has not yet evolved: We could
not identify any substantial scholarly contribution to this effort in the scientific debate on capacity
building – at least not with regard to natural hazards in Europe. The following reasoning therefore needs to be understood as hypotheses, as heuristics which should sensitise natural hazards
research community for certain developments and alterations taking place in Europe (cf. also
Walker, G. et al. 2010).
Why social capacity building for natural hazards in Europe? We identified three overarching
reasons:

•
•
•

→

The first one relates to an observed increase in the occurrence of natural disasters as
well as rising monetary damages questioning established protection and management
strategies.
The second reason relates to a changing distribution of responsibility between different
state and non-state actors, that is, between the public, private and voluntary sectors.
The third reason relates to a possible lack of capacities on the side of formal organizations involved in disaster and risk management.
Ad 1: Europe has witnessed an increase in damages due to natural hazards, particularly
weather-related events (e.g. windstorms, hailstorms, floods, extreme temperature and se-
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vere storms; CEA 2007). Single events such as the 2002 floods affecting parts of Germany, Austria and the Czech Republic with overall damages of 18 billion € but also the
heat wave of 2003 with fatalities between 35,000 and 50,000 people (ibid.) have highlighted how vulnerable European societies are to the negative impacts of natural hazards.
The question whether this increase in economic damages and losses of life is related to
globally observed climatic changes (ibid.) or to changes in population, inflation and per
capita wealth (Barredo 2009) is of secondary importance for the argument, since the overall conclusions drawn from both ways of explaining the occurrences of natural disasters
are quite similar: it is underlined that pure technical or structural solutions along with the
demand of an “absolute protection” against the negative impacts of natural hazards are
”unachievable and unsustainable because of high costs and inherent uncertainties”
(Schanze et al. 2008, 1). Within the frame of current risk management approaches it is increasingly acknowledged that ‘big solutions’ in terms of large-scale engineering works
cannot always solve ‘big problems’ like the severe consequences of major natural hazards
(ibid., IX).
Therefore, a more comprehensive view on natural hazards is demanded, considering not
only the hazard itself but also other dimensions such as the vulnerability of people, building
and infrastructure, the risk perception of residents at risk and decision-makers as well as
prevention and mitigation options and strategies that are still adaptable and resilient to uncertain future developments (Kuhlicke and Kruse 2009, Merz et al. 2010). With this broadening of the perspective and an increasing inclusion of non-structural adaptation and mitigation measures also non-governmental and administrative actors are involved in risk and
disaster management. Merz et al. (2010) state with regard to flood risk management: “The
increasingly prominent role of non-structural measures requires a much larger involvement
of the public, and a functioning dialogue on the flood risk and mitigation options is an essential element of an integrated flood risk management” (ibid., 522). As a consequence of
this change not only actors formally involved in risk and disaster management are faced
with new challenges, but also actors from the private and public sectors including individual citizens. To be sure, this change is not taking place evenly and simultaneously across
Europe, a multiplicity of pathways and development stages is observable (see also WP 2
report, Walker, G. et al. 2010). However, because of this profound transformation of how
risk management is understood social capacity building becomes more important and this
at the levels of individuals, organizations, communities and regions as well as institutions
(cf. also Chapters 3 and 4).
At a more general level, this change underlies a reinterpretation of ‘natural’ disasters as
truly social phenomena with social (and not natural and/or divine) causes (cf. also Felgentreff and Dombrowsky 2008). Socially established “protection means” including material
and cultural aspects turn out to be insufficient to avoid what they apparently try to prevent
(Dombrowsky 1996, 43). In this vein, the occurrence of natural disasters may be understood as a result of people’s, communities’ and institutions’ insufficient or lacking capacities
to anticipate, cope with and recover from the impact of a natural hazard (cf. also Blaikie et
al. 1994).

→

Ad 2: The second (and related) reason why to deal with social capacity building for natural
hazards in Europe lies in the changing “landscape of risk responsibility” (Johnson and
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Priest 2008) as it used to be allocated between different state and non-state actors. State
and non-state actors, whether independent of each other or in the form of (public-private)
partnerships, are increasingly concerned with managing natural hazards (see also WP 2
report, Walker, G. et al. 2010). Legislations, programs and/or agencies operating at the national and European levels are encouraging or even requiring private companies, voluntary
organizations and individuals to take more responsibility for their actions. This process of
“responsibilization” (Garland 1996) includes, among others, attempts to define individuals,
households and companies as agents that need to actively take decisions and choices
with regard to the prevention and mitigation of hazards. In our previous work on flooding,
we have defined this as the “privatisation of risk” (Steinführer et al. 2009), meaning that
there is a tendency to place greater responsibility on the people at risk (e.g. to apply private prevention measures etc.). Obviously, this process strongly relates to the first reason
outlined above, since it implies also a shift from traditional command and control instruments to more bottom-up, inclusive and market-oriented instruments (e.g. CEA 2007, Tesh
2009).

→

Ad 3: The third reason relates to a lack of capacity and this in a twofold sense. On the one
hand, the increasing importance of capacity building efforts may result from state authorities recognizing and acknowledging that they are hardly able to prevent (and actually
never were), let alone to avoid the occurrence of natural disasters and its negative consequences as a single actor since the problem is too complex. Therefore, non-governmental
actors are increasingly encouraged or even demanded by legislation to participate in the
management of natural hazards. On the other hand, people at risk may experience or
identify a lack of capacity on the side of state authorities. Due to different reasons, local,
regional and national authorities yet may be overwhelmed with having to deal with the consequences of the devastating impacts of natural hazards and therefore residents at risk
may mistrust the competency of state actors and feel the urgency of taking over responsibility themselves. This (perceived) lack of capacity on the part of state actors, however, is
at the same pointing to the fact that governmental bodies are continuously regarded as a
key resource in providing certain functions (e.g. protection, shelter, information etc.). Taking this serious implies to not reduce social capacity building efforts to a managerial task,
but to also focus on the relationship between various actors from the public, private and
voluntary sector (Jayasuriya 2006). Moreover, it also suggests that social capacity building
is to happen at different levels – that of the people and communities at risk, public organizations formally or informally involved in risk and disaster management, companies and
voluntary organizations.

CapHaz-Net takes all three possible reasons for the increase of the importance of social capacity building efforts into account and will collect empirical evidence but also specify the implications of this change on different levels throughout the project duration.
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2

Social capacity

Neither the term ‘capacity’ nor ‘social capacity’ are established or traditional concepts in the social sciences. They are used in development policy and research and, partly, also in the natural
hazards discourse. This chapter intends to examine basic meanings of the concept of social capacity and to then relate it to neighbouring discourses: to social vulnerability, social resilience
and social capital. Its relevance with regard to the natural hazards discourse will be touched
throughout the chapter.
2.1

Approaching social capacity

The Penguin Concise English Dictionary differentiates between four meanings of the word ‘capacity’, one of them being “ability or talent” and “power or potential” (Allen 2002). A broader
search particularly in development and hazard research reveals that capacity is widely used as
an umbrella term for referring to a broad set of resources (including abilities, skills, competences, and social relations) of an individual or a social entity (such as a group, a community or
a society). These resources are either actually available or provide a potential, i.e. something
latent. Although the explicit term ‘social capacity’ is used only sparsely, all definitions provided in
Table 2.1 are basically on social capacity. The concept basically refers to the existence of something positive, since in the case of lacking capacity a deficit will be stated.
Table 2.1 Definitions of (social) capacity

Definition

Source(s)

Relation to
natural hazards

Capacity: “(a) ability or talent; (b) power or potential”
(and three further meanings of the term)

Allen 2002, 121

No

Capacity: “that emergent combination of individual competencies,
collective capabilities, assets and relationships that enables
a human system to create value”

Baser and Morgan
2008, 3

No

Capacity: “Capacity is the ability of people, organizations and society
as a whole to manage their affairs successfully.”

OECD DAC 2006
(in Baser and
Morgan 2008, 22)

No

Capacity: “The combination of all the strengths and resources available within a community, society or organization that can reduce the
level of risk or the effects of a disaster. Capacity may include physical,
institutional, social or collective attributes such as leadership or management. Capacity may also be described as capability.”

UN/ISDR 2004
(in Thywissen
2006, 453)

Yes

Capacity: “The combination of all the strengths, attributes and resources available within a community, society or organization that can
be used to achieve agreed goals. [...] Capacity may include infrastructure and physical means, institutions, societal coping abilities, as well
as human knowledge, skills and collective attributes such as social
relationships, leadership and management. Capacity may also be
described as capability. Capacity assessment is a term for the process
by which the capacity of a group is reviewed against desired goals,
and the capacity gaps are identified for further action.”

UN/ISDR 2009a,
5-6

Yes

Social capacity: “the societal assets, skills and resources necessary to
anticipate, cope with and recover from stresses and disasters”

CapHaz-Net
proposal 2008, 5

Yes

→

Thus, very generally, capacity refers to a context-related ability of an individual, a social
group, an organization or of institutional actors to decide and to behave successfully in a
certain situation or to overcome the negative impacts of some event as well as to employ
the necessary resources.
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Yet, in contrast with such explicit approaches, very often capacity is not defined at all but rather
used as a synonym for other terms like “strengths”, “(coping) abilities”, “capabilities”1 or “resilience” (see for example Davis 2004, 133 or Table 2.1). But knowing about what we talk and making it transparent is indispensable to come to a better understanding of the ‘social dimension’ of
natural hazards. Not least, it will impact on our choice of ‘good’ or ‘bad’ practices in the course of
the CapHaz-Net project.
Due to a lack of research explicitly employing the concept of ‘(social) capacity’ in the social
science natural hazards community we will take an indirect way by referring to neighbouring discourses and concepts. In our perspective three discourses are worth considering:
1. the concept of social vulnerability,
2. the resilience discourse, and
3. the debate on social capital.
To be clear, the intention of this short overview is to indicate in which discursive contexts ‘social
capacities’ are used and referred to; its intention is not to clarify the interrelation of all the single
concepts among each other. This is a task for the prospective work of CapHaz-Net.
2.2

Related concepts I: Social vulnerability

Most often the term ‘capacity’ appears in the context of vulnerability research. In a number of
varying conceptualisations, social capacity – referred to as capacity, response, coping or adaptive capacity – is considered to be a dimension or component of (social) vulnerability. One of the
earliest sustained definitions of vulnerability gives a negative definition of capacities by emphasizing the double-sided character of vulnerability: “Vulnerability has thus two sides: an external
side of risks, shocks and stress to which an individual or household is subject; and an internal
side which is defencelessness, meaning a lack of means to cope with damaging losses”
(Chambers 1989, 38). This differentiation leads us to our first conceptualisation of social capacity
in relation to social vulnerability, namely as an integral part of the latter.
The internal and the external side of vulnerability – capacity and exposure
The internal side of vulnerability refers to individuals or groups of individuals and departs from
their existent and/or non-existent capacities to come to terms with stressing, threatening or
damaging events. The external side also refers to actors but concentrates on sources of threat
or stress external to their reach; that means to people’s exposure. These are the two phenomenological core components of most vulnerability frameworks (van Dillen 2002). In this vein,
Greiving (2006, 214), for example, considers two components of vulnerability, that is hazard exposure and coping capacity (see also Fig. 2.1 below). Together with the hazard potential these

1

The relationship between capacity and capability is rarely explored. Wisner (2003), for example, treats both terms similarly, while
Baser and Morgan (2008) propose to clearly distinguish between capacity and capability. Capability, in their conceptualisation, is “the
collective skill or aptitude of an organization or a system to carry out a particular function or process” which contributes to the overall
capacity of this system/organization, which is understood as its ability to create public values (ibid., 25, 34; see also Table 2.1). They
differentiate between five core capabilities, e.g. the capability to commit and to engage or the one to adapt and self-renew (Baser and
Morgan 2008, 26-33). Our understanding of social capacity is closer to their definition of capabilities than to their capacity concept. In
our approach here, we will avoid the term capability being aware of the huge cross-disciplinary debate on the so-called ‘capability
approach’ linked to the name of Amartya Sen (e.g. Sen 1992) who refers capability as an individual property to a broad range of
social issues such as well-being, freedom(s), social justice etc. This notion goes beyond our narrower understanding (see definition
below).
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components then make up the specific risk. Similarly, Alexander et al. (2009) define exposure,
susceptibility and response capacities as key components of vulnerability.
At the causal level the connection between the internal and external side is in principle mirrored. Being interested in explaining the causes why a group of people does not have the capacities to influence their fortunes and why one group of persons is more exposed to hazards
than another, vulnerability researchers want to uncover the causal forces at work defining the
missing capacities and exposure of actors. This view is elaborated most explicitly by Watts and
Bohle aiming at unravelling the “causal forces of hunger and famine” (Watts and Bohle 1993,
43). By investigating creeping crises such as hunger and famine, they identify forces such as
entitlements, empowerment and political economy that cause specific effects resulting in vulnerable conditions. Another prominent example is presented in Blaikie and his colleagues’ book
publication “At Risk” (Blaikie et al. 1994), which was meanwhile to a certain extent reworked and
published again (Wisner et al. 2005). What the mentioned scholars share is that they put an emphasis on a macro-perspective, which is, in this perspective, the processes outside the influence
of individuals; they scrutinise how “external conditions affect endowments and limit or enhance
people’s coping capacity” (van Dillen 2002, 54).
Current approaches to “measure” vulnerability try to put these approaches into practice by
means of indicators and indices (for overviews: Tapsell et al. 2005, Birkmann 2006a and 2006b,
see also CapHaz-Net WP 4 report by Tapsell et al. 2010). The underlying hypothesis of many of
such efforts is the assumption of a strong positive correlation between socio-economic status
and vulnerability or, as Blaikie et al. (1994, 9) state: “as a rule the poor suffer more from hazards
than the rich”. Consequently, most “classical” vulnerability indicators (age, income, formal qualification, gender, race etc.) are basically indicators of social inequality in general and therefore of
social vulnerability with respect also to other hazardous events in the life-course (and not just to
natural hazards).
However, it has become apparent that differences and variations in the vulnerability of
groups and people cannot be sufficiently explained from a macro-perspective alone and by exclusively considering structural aspects (van Dillen 2002, 54). An epistemological implication is
that the level of observation needs to be switched. While the previously introduced concepts of
vulnerability made the pre-analytical decision to depart from a macro-perspective, another
prominent perspective argues that it is more insightful to depart from a bottom-up perspective;
that is from the level of individuals and/or households. It is increasingly acknowledged that people held as vulnerable might perceive or experience their own ‘vulnerability’ differently than external observers. Therefore, actor-oriented – and locally focused – approaches argue that all
people develop strategies to deal with their uncertain future. This perspective asks more thoroughly for the internal side of vulnerability employing a (high resolution) micro-perspective, often
based on activities, assets and capacities of individuals or households (van Dillen 2002, 64). It is
argued that it is more promising to depart from “local people’s perception of vulnerability” or “vulnerable people’s view of their vulnerability” (Heijmans 2001 and 2004, Delica-Willison and Willison 2004), to take into account “local knowledge” and/or local “coping capacities/practices” (Hilhorst and Bankoff 2004, 5, Few 2007).
Not least, a change of scale comes into play: in these approaches it is the community and
the local level which are starting points for both assessing social vulnerabilities and to do something about it. Different tools and procedures were developed and are constantly refined, e.g.
community-based risk assessments (CRA; Wisner 2003 and 2006) or community-based disaster
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preparedness (CBDP) approaches (Allen 2006) which are to large parts based on perspectives
of actors involved, Seen from another angle – and this is an important link to risk governance
(WP2) and the ‘privatization of risk’ – they are part of a broader policy change which intends to
employ local resources, skills and knowledge stocks into risk management efforts in order to
reduce the negative impact of natural hazards on individuals and communities (Adger 2006;
Steinführer et al. 2009).
Vulnerability, exposure and capacities
In contrast with the approaches discussed so far, vulnerability and capacity can also be understood as separate (analytical) entities. Bollin and Hidajat (2006, building upon Davidson 1997),
create a ‘community-based risk index’ by summing (weighted) hazard, exposure and vulnerability scores on the one hand and relating them to existing capacities and measures (Fig. 2.1).
These comprise physical planning, social (or societal) capacity, economic capacity and management. Social (or societal) capacity is operationalised by indicators like public awareness programmes (frequency), school curricula (scope of specific, e.g. hazard, topics taught at school),
emergency response drill, public participation (e.g. in form of an emergency committee) and local risks management/emergency groups (grade of organization of local groups; Bollin and Hidajat 2006, 274-7). Furthermore, Davis (2004, 131) extends the original equation “Disaster = Hazard × Vulnerability” by incorporating capacity, which is again taken as something separate from
vulnerability (see Fig. 2.1).
Figure 2.1: Examples of graphical and numerical representations of (social) capacity in natural hazards research

R = (wHH + wEE + wVV) – wCC
Hazard

qualified by intensity
and probability

Hazard potential

Vulnerability
Hazard exposure
Coping capacity

Risk

with
R = overall risk index
w = uniform weighting factor of (here) 0.33
H = score of hazard index
E = score of exposure index
V = score of vulnerability index
C = score of capacity and measures index

Disaster = Hazard × Vulnerability
Capacity

Sources: Greiving 2006 (left), Bollin and Hidajat 2006 (upper right), Davis 2004 (lower right)

To make a long story short and to relate it more specifically to natural hazards: In spite of the
meanwhile highly differentiated vulnerability discourse and a number of sophisticated approaches, a basic line of separation is whether vulnerability is taken as exposure and capacity or whether exposure, vulnerability and capacity are treated separately. The decision about to which understanding CapHaz-Net adopts will not be made in this report but is a
matter of continuous debate (see also the WP 4 report; Tapsell et al. 2010). However, we
want to highlight here that any decision has implications for an understanding of what social
capacity (building) is about.
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Another line of argumentation leaves numerical equations behind and relates vulnerability and
capacity in another way. Davis (2004) considers the two concepts to be in a mutual relationship:
“... it was encouraging to note a positive development in the 1980s with the link between the
negative and the positive or, in current terminology, with the link between vulnerability and capacity” (ibid., 131; our emphasis). He particularly refers to the “Capacities and Vulnerabilities
Analysis Matrix” (Anderson and Woodrow 1989; see also Table 2.2) which was developed to aid
risk and disaster management particularly in developing countries: “Users of this matrix were
invited to fill in appropriate boxes to describe their situation, often finding that the same element
might be repeated in both the ‘vulnerability’ as well as the ‘capacity’ box” (Davis 2004, 132).2 The
boxes are not to be filled with numbers or crosses but rather with qualitative statements – thus:
perspectives – on one and the same social group or actor. The example Davis provides is one
that probably each researcher comes across when empirically analysing vulnerability to a disaster: the social vulnerability of the elderly (cf. also Birkmann 2008, 7). In a number of dimensions
they are usually regarded as being more vulnerable than other people (because their physical
condition is poorer, they lack mobility, have smaller social networks to get information in due time
etc.) but in others they are ascribed better capacities to prepare for and to cope with a disaster.
They might, for example, remember earlier disastrous events and be able to act upon it unlike
younger people. Memory is then, just like local knowledge, regarded as a capacity (Komac
2009). Not least, the very basis of the CVA approach is the conviction that people always have
capacities and that they are not only vulnerable:

→

“Women and men, however poor or marginalised, always have many capacities, which
may not be obvious to outsiders, and which they themselves may not recognise. It may
take time to discover these capacities and potential. But to intervene without doing so is
not only disrespectful; it also wastes an opportunity to build on these existing capacities,
and – even more importantly – risks undermining them, and so leaving people even more
vulnerable than they were before.” (Eade 2005, 3)

Table 2.2: Template of a ‘Capacities and Vulnerabilities Analysis Matrix’

Definition
Physical/material
What productive resources, skills and hazards exist?
Social/organizational
What are the relations and motivations among people?
Motivational/attitudinal
How does the community view its ability to create
change?

Capacities

Vulnerability

e.g. flood-resistant
buildings

e.g. residential homes
in a floodplain

e.g. strong mutual ties

e.g. excluded local minority

e.g. community members
are interested in initiating
a risk communication
process

e.g. community members stress
problems other than those related to
natural hazards (e.g. a recent disruption in the local economy)

Source: Anderson and Woodrow (1989, 12)

When reconsidering both definitions of (social) capacities provided above (Table 2.1) and the
(mostly implicit) use of the term in the vulnerability discourse, we will now introduce our definition
of social capacity (see box below). We were particularly inspired by the (varying) UN/ISDR defi-

2

According to Davis (2004), a vulnerability and capacity assessment (VCA; IFRC 2006) – developed by Red Cross/Red Crescent –
is meanwhile a standard procedure after disasters and carried out by at least some national member organizations of the IFRC. –
Moreover, similar approaches are known from other fields of practice, e.g. regional development strategies, where SWOT analyses
(taking into account strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats) are conducted.
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nitions (UN/ISDR 2004 and 2009a; Table 2.1) but restrict our focus to ‘social capacity’ rather
than to ‘capacity’ in an all-embracing sense.

Working definition of “social capacity”
By social capacity we mean all the resources available at various levels (e.g. individuals, organizations, communities) that can be used to anticipate, respond to, cope with, recover from
and adapt to external stressors (e.g. a hazardous event). These resources include skills,
knowledge, social networks as well as institutions, structures and knowledge of how to elicit
and use them.
This definition puts, on the one hand, major emphasis on (potential) resources including the
strategies and knowledge on how to use them. With regard to natural hazards, these might differ
in different situations (e.g. before or during a disaster) and contexts, respectively. On the other
hand, it becomes apparent that social capacity is a context-dependent concept since it relates to
different resources at the levels of an individual, a community, or an organization. This issue will
be taken up and explored in more detail in Chapter 3 and 4. The working definition as highlighted
above suggests a rather static understanding of ‘social capacity’. This is done deliberately because, then, the process of social capacity building is also about integrating the resources in a
continuous and long-term way.
2.3

Related concepts II: Resilience

The term of resilience has gained considerable attention in natural hazards research in recent
years. Although deriving from ecology (Holling 1973; Folke 2006), it is meanwhile also identified
within the social sciences as a concept that helps to better understand the occurrence of unexpected and disastrous events and how to better prepare for them (Timmerman 1981, Handmer
and Dovers 1996, Adger 2000, Klein et al. 2003, Gallopin 2006, Berkes 2007). Without going in
a detailed discussion, some central characteristics of the concept shall be mentioned.
Holling defined resilience in his initial writing as the “persistence of relationships within a
system and it is a measure of the ability of these systems to absorb changes of state variables,
driving variables, and parameters, and still persist” (Holling 1973, 17). In later writings a greater
emphasis was laid on the notions of change and adaptation. Resilience is thus not only the ability to absorb change but to also maintain function, structure, identity and feedback while undergoing change (Walker, B. et al. 2004). Berkes, for instance, understands resilience as the “capapacity of a system to absorb recurrent disturbances, such as natural disasters, so as to retain
essential structures, processes and feedbacks” (Berkes 2007, 239; cf. also Buckle 1998). Similarly the UN/ISDR defines resilience as the “capacity of a system, community or society potentially exposed to hazards to adapt, by resisting or changing in order to reach and maintain an
acceptable level of functioning and structure. This is determined by the degree to which the social system is capable of organising itself to increase this capacity for learning from past disasters for better future protection and to improve risk reduction measures” (UN/ISDR 2006, 4).
Within the discourse on hazards and disasters resilience is quite often, although mostly
implicitly, treated as the counterpart of vulnerability (Adger 2000). In this argument, vulnerability
mostly refers to the ‘exposure’ of individuals/groups, while resilience refers to the internal capacities of individuals/groups to absorb disturbances and stresses (Turner II et al. 2003; Walker, B. et
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al. 2004). However, it was already discussed above that internal capacities are at least in one
approach a central part of the concept of vulnerability. This is also underlined by Thywissen who
recognises that in the literature most definitions show a large overlap “between coping capacity
and resilience, which are often used as synonyms. These two dimensions of a harmful event are
not easily separated from each other” (Thywissen 2006, 489). Therefore one may ask: what is
the additional value of the concept of resilience if it is just considered as the “flipside” of vulnerability (Folke et al. 2002, 13)? Apparently, there is none (Steinführer et al. 2009). Some scholars
argue that such a view is even dangerous as it “lends to circular reasoning: as system is vulnerable because it is not resilient; it is not resilient because it is vulnerable” (Klein et al. 2003, 40).
Timmerman clearly prefers to keep vulnerability and resilience separate (Timmerman 1981,
1986). According to him resilience assumes that everything and everyone is vulnerable, but not
everything and everyone is resilient. The resilience of a system is an outcome of past vulnerabilities that a system has overcome. In this sense resilience is mostly associated with learning from
past experiences and preparing for future events, though this should not be misunderstood as a
guarantee that this automatically results in greater resilience – a system may have simply been
lucky and may have survived coincidently. In this sense, resilience is hard to achieve and rather
the exception than the rule (Kuhlicke 2008, Kuhlicke and Kruse 2009).
What is the interrelation of social capacity (building) and resilience?
By the very design of its working structure, CapHaz-Net has made the pre-project decision
that social capacity and resilience are separated. Having stated this, the exact interrelation of
social capacity (building) and resilience needs not to be solved at this stage; it is part of the
collective effort of the CapHaz-Net consortium until the end of the project. For the time being
we think it is sufficient to state that social capacity building might be part of a wider approach
and, hence, an important means on the way toward more resilient communities and societies. For a more detailed discussion see Chapter 4.2.

2.4

Related concepts III: Social capital

Social capital became a buzzword in the social sciences during the 1990s and was then applied
to many topics, scientific projects as well as for social engineering across the world (Fine 2008).
One scale of application was that of local communities and urban neighbourhoods.
Though often and primarily associated with the political scientist Robert Putnam, who receives the bulk of attention in the social capital debate,3 the concept is older. One of its first major conceptualisations goes back to Pierre Bourdieu (1986) who distinguishes four sorts of capital: economic, cultural, symbolic, and social. In his understanding, social capital is based upon
affiliation to a certain social group or, to put it differently, it is the “aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to possession of a durable network of more or less institutionalised relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition” (Bourdieu 1986, 248). Social capital
along with material resources and formal qualification (i.e. economic and cultural capital, respectively) are major resources for placing an individual in the social space. Another sociological contribution stems from James S. Coleman (1990) who distinguishes economic, human and social
capital. Also according to Coleman, social capital arises out of the relations between (individual

3

According to Fine (2008), Putnam was “the single most cited author across the social sciences in the 1990s” (ibid., 14).
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or collective) actors, but it is not the social relations themselves. Like his other sorts of capital –
and due to the underlying economic (‘rational choice’) theory of the author – social capital is
about utility (Coleman 1988 and 1990).
Both Bourdieu and Coleman conceptualise social capital as an individual asset: it is the
quality and quantity of the social relationships as well as further social, but also economic and
cultural capital which can be mobilised via this network. Taken together these make up the social
capital of an individual. Putnam (1993 and 2000), in contrast, rather emphasises the role of social capital as a collective asset. Social capital in his understanding relates to “features of social
organization, such as trust, norms and networks, that can improve the efficiency of society by
facilitating coordinated actions” (Putnam 1993, 167). In contrast with the two aforementioned
authors social capital then is the collective good of a community which indicates its respective
level of ‘civicness’. Particularly this last approach to social capital was and still is heavily criticised for a number of reasons (e.g. the absence of power issues) which, however, cannot be
recapitulated here (see Portes 1998 and Fine 2008 with a number of further references).
All three approaches add important ideas to our concept of social capacity. On the one
hand, we want to highlight the resource idea which takes into account people’s networks and the
resources potentially available from them. In the context of a disaster these could be, for example, information and support. On the other hand, Putnam’s approach to social capital can also be
seen as a community-level conceptualisation of social capacity. Particularly the notion of trust,
be it in co-residents or in public authorities, can be taken as an important community resource
during and after a disaster (De Marchi et al. 2007). However, as stressed above, social capacity
in our understanding also includes the notion of how to employ the respective resources.
Theories of social capital are predominantly about the conditions, functioning and utility of
network structures (Schnur 2003, 56) and, thus on resource availability and use which is the
major link to social capacity as defined above. Yet, when we shortly scan the natural hazards
literature, we have to conclude that this link is still “missing” (Nakagawa and Shaw 2004). Neither social capital nor network theories are of major importance in the research on natural hazards and disasters. Some studies were interested in the recovery phase and the effects a disastrous event has on social cohesion and community relations (Beggs et al. 1996, Sweet 1998,
Nakagawa and Shaw 2004), but only a few authors dealt with the relevance of social networks
and social capital in earlier stages or phases of a disaster (Barton 1969, Hurlbert et al. 2000,
Kirschenbaum 2004, De Marchi et al. 2007, Steinführer and Kuhlicke 2007).
From the climate-change perspective, Pelling and High (2005) argue that “social capital offers a lens through which to study the coevolution of social networks and norms in the production of adaptive capacity among collectives” and, thus, of learning and of social change (ibid.,
308). Considering a variety of social capital approaches in their applicability and use for geographical vulnerability research, Bohle (2005) particularly highlights those approaches “that seek
to promote opportunities, those that facilitate empowerment, and those that enhance security” to
be worthwhile in development research (ibid., 65).
Whether or not this also applies to natural hazards research has to be elaborated in the
course of the entire CapHaz-Net project. Another line still to be followed are (local) empowerment approaches which, among others, are also to be found in the social capital and the natural
hazards discourses and relate to issues of participation, voluntary commitment as well as of diverging risk and response perceptions by disaster ‘professionals’ and affected communities, but
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probably also to the ‘privatization of risk’ as a major shift in risk governance in contemporary
(European) societies (see also WP 2 report, Walker, G. et al. 2010).
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3

Capacity building

This chapter turns its attention to a variety of concepts and understandings of capacity building.
The literature reviewed comes from different fields and is concerned with environmental issues,
development and social justice both within Europe and developing countries. Natural hazards
per se were mostly not covered in the texts referred to in the following.
To build capacities is a process enjoying high popularity. Many international organizations,
such as the United Nations, the World Bank, the World Trade Organization or the International
Monetary Fund, consider capacity building as being central for their mission (cf. also Eade 2005,
1-22). They share the aim to assist people and institutions to develop skills, abilities, resources,
and knowledge but also responsibilities to enable them to better adapt to and cope with a rapidly
changing and increasingly complex environment (e.g. Johnson and Thomas 2007). The UN, for
example, has not only a long-standing interest in capacity building, it also gives capacity building
a strategic importance when defining it as a process that enables people and institutions to learn
“to transform themselves as necessary in response to changing situations and requirements”
(Maconick 2002, 4-5). However, although the term is on everyone’s lips (at least outside the
natural hazards community), there is a great deal of debated centring on the question of what
capacity building actually is. To begin with, it is, like many other terms, a rather elusive concept.
3.1

Discourses: Origins and basic assumptions

In a general sense the aim of capacity building is to help people, communities and/or organizations to acquire special skills, knowledge, abilities or other resources to improve a somehow
unsatisfactory situation. Therefore different tools and techniques have developed but also distinct audiences were identified. This chapter gives a short overview of the origins of the concept
of capacity building. It introduces the reader to the different levels and then reflects about the
context of capacity building efforts. Thereafter it takes into account and reflects upon critique on
capacity building approaches. It is particularly the critique which seems relevant for a more nuanced understanding of capacity building efforts.
Origins of the capacity building discourse
To trace the origins of the term ‘capacity building’ is not an easy task and there are surely many
different ways of framing and defining capacity building. Some argue that scholars and practitioners alike have been writing on “capacity issues for decades, albeit using different concepts,
terms and contexts” (Baser and Morgan 2008, 13). Others underline that capacity building as a
term and concept was introduced as “part of a political fashion” but is in practice hardly to be
distinguished from other concepts (Craig 2007, 335). The same author argues, for example, that
community capacity building is not different from “community development” with the latter being
a much older concept (ibid.).
Eade (2005) gives a clear hint on where capacity building has its origins: “Today’s thinking
about ‘capacity-building’ is influenced by earlier ideas concerning participation, empowerment,
civil society, and social movement” and these have been influenced and shaped by the work of
Paulo Freire and the impact of Liberation Theology in Southern America in the 1970s and 1980s
(ibid., 10). During this time Freire developed his “awareness-creation approach to adult literacy”
(ibid.) in a context which was characterised by political and military repression in large parts of
Latin America. Some of Freire’s ideas directly relate to capacity building. In a general sense, he
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argues that being able to read is a political act: “our reading of the word is shaped by our reading
of the world” (ibid.). Instead of understanding the process of learning as a one-way dialogue (a
superior person hands down its knowledge to a student), Freire emphasised the importance of
developing skills and competences to solve problems in a dialogical manner. More specifically,
he argues that “learners and their own experience and knowledge are of crucial importance; second, that awareness, learning, self-esteem, and the capacity for political action are mutually reinforcing. And third, that poor and marginalised people have the right, and the capacity, to organise
and challenge authority in order to create a society that is not based on exploitation and oppression” (ibid., 11). Particularly in development thinking and practice his ideas of empowerment and
participation became relevant, as we will see below.
‘Capacity building’ has risen to worldwide prominence during the mid-1990s in the context
of the sustainable development / Agenda 21 debate as it was initiated by the United Nations Environment and Development Program (UNDP) and the UN Commission on Sustainable Development. At its beginning the term had a reflexive component in the sense that, for instance, the
UNDP definition focused on the role of the UN itself in supporting capacity building. The aim was
to build capacity “for the formulation of plans and strategies in support of sustainable development” (McGinty 2003, 5). This understanding was hence quite different to the one outlined
above, as it was an intervention by an external organization that would initiate or promote an
endogenous process by concentrating on specific aspects such as human resource development, organizational, institutional as well as legal development (Craig 2007, 341; see also IPCC
2007). Only later definitions of capacity building, particularly within the development context,
expanded the focus and contained a stronger community component. By pursuing a more participatory mode of understanding capacity building, the relationship between external interventions and local endogenous potentials shifted towards empowering the latter. It was intended to
stimulate a process that would be consistent with the goals of the “self-help approach to community development” (Christenson and Robinson 1980) aiming at an increased autonomy and
agency of individuals and communities (Pavey et al. 2007, 92).
Social capacity building and its multi-levelled nature
In the literature, capacity building efforts are often differentiated with regard to different levels
departing from building technical skills, enhancing the capacity of individuals, organizations,
communities etc. but to also to enhance the institutional capacity (such as legal frameworks).
Taking this multi-levelled nature of capacity building serious we therefore use ‘social capacity
building’ as an umbrella term underlining that it is a highly complex and ambitious process. In the
following we want to specify how its single levels are characterised. In a very general sense four
levels of social capacity building can be differentiated: (a) an individual level, (b) an organizational level, (c) a community level and (d) an institutional level:
(A) Individual level: This level concentrates on individuals or a collective body of individuals. It
mostly concentrates on specific practices or skills (e.g. managerial, communicative etc.) and is
taking place in an organizational and/or community environment. Although most often the individual is addressed directly, the aim of individual capacity building efforts is not aiming at the
individual’s capacities per se, but rather wants to improve the respective organizational setting or
community environment by increasing its ‘social’ or ‘human capital’ (cf. also Chapter 2.3).
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(B) Organizational level: This level concentrates on structures, processes and management systems of organizations (Table 3.1). Strategic planning, financial management, information management, communication networks as well as resource development and management are capacities that are considered as relevant in the frame of organizational capacity building (OCB;
Brown et al. 2001, Johnson and Thomas 2007). Quite often the discussion relates to non-profit
organizations by trying to give them “training, technical assistance and other resources to
achieve their mission” (Sobeck and Agius 2007, 237).
Table 3.1: Selected definitions of organizational capacity building (OCB)

Definition

Source

OCB is the ability of individuals and organizations or organizational units to perform functions
effectively, efficiently and sustainably … the power of something (a system, an organization,
a person) to perform or produce

UNDP 1998

OCB is a continuous process of attracting and managing finite board ensured resources in a
rapidly changing landscape to produce projects, programs and services, and activities that
are demonstrably appropriate to non-profit’s missions

Freeman and
Roming 2005, 101

OCB is a multidimensional concept that includes the blending of capabilities, knowledge and
resources, and the human capital to actuate the service mission

Connolly and Lukas 2002

(C) Community level: This level focuses on communities and/or community-based organizations
(Table. 3.2). In the development context community capacity building (CCB) gained importance,
as previously stated, when it was increasingly recognised that simple ‘top-down’ project work
was perceived as misleading and therefore required replacement, or at least complementation,
by bottom-up approaches aiming at strengthening “people’s capacity to determine their own values and priorities and organise themselves to act on this’” (Eade and Williams 1996, 64; cf. also
Eade 2005, 2-3). In this context, CCB is, above all, about local ownership of development processes.

Table 3.2: Selected definitions of community capacity building (CCB)

Definition

Source

CCB tries to strengthen groups organizational capabilities to enable them to sustain themselves in order to play a fuller part in civil society and community cohesion and engage more
fully with public authorities

Ahmed et al. 2004,
20

CCB is defined as developing the capacity and skills of the members of a community in such
a way that they are better able to identify and help meet their needs and to participate more
fully in society. More specifically CCB aims at:
Equipping people with skills and competencies which they would not otherwise have;
Realising existing skills and developing potential;
Promoting people’s ability to take responsibility for identifying and meeting their own and
other people’s needs.

Charity Commission 2000, 3

CCB is defined as activities, resources and support that strengthen the skills and abilities of
people and community groups to take effective action and leading roles in the development of
their communities

Home Office 2003,
15

In the European context, community capacity building was mentioned for the first time in a report
to the European Commission in 1996 (EC 1996, 68). Here the focus is different as capacity
building was considered, above all, as a remedy to negative economic development. In this
sense it contains “strategies for community economic development in areas of ‘low economic
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activity whose members have lost the ability to compete in the labour markets’, i.e. disadvantaged communities” (Craig 2007, 341). It was hence regarded as an approach that tries to initiate and foster economic development by enhancing people’s capacities of specific disadvantaged communities to participate in the labour market. This approach was influenced by US experience, as Banks and Shenton (2001) suggest, and followed the Community Investment Act
(1977) which tried to facilitate access to the labour market by advising individuals of communities with business and management skills.
However, although stemming from different contexts, community capacity building approaches mostly share that they stress “the importance of participation, community development
and strengthening of skills, abilities, and responsibility” (Craig 2007, 345). Kaplan (2000), for
instance, understands capacity building efforts as a way of building the capacity of people and
organizations to identify and realise their own objectives, independent of external pressure. CCB
is, as already stated above, about enabling local communities to “take a degree of ‘ownership’
over local development trajectories” (Barker 2005, 13). It is hence a process aiming at taking
“local ownership” of the agenda, rather than simply responding to an externally defined requirement or deficit (Nunn 2007, 470).
It is striking that the notion of community is not questioned at all in most of these documents. Neither is there obviously seen any need to define community. But (at least from a nonnative speaker’s perspective) this term is far from being unambiguous (see also Quarantelli and
Dynes 1986; Cohen 1992) since it relates to at least two distinct issues: a local unit, on the one
hand, and a social entity, on the other. Even more decisive is, however, that the recurring reference to ‘the’ community suggests a homogeneity which in terms of social structure, exposure,
vulnerability and capacities usually not exists.4
(D) Institutional level: This level has at least two different dimensions (cf. Gualini 2002): A first
one is institution building. This includes the emergence and transition of the “mobilisation and
commitment of individuals, the contingent unity of meanings, and the constitution of collective
forms of action” into a stable institutional pattern (ibid., 35). The second dimension would not
focus on the “‘generative’ conditions” but rather on the “enabling dimension” (ibid.). It includes
rules and norms “structuring the interaction” of people and creating the “power to achieve purposes that would be unreachable in their absence” (Scharpf 1989, 152 in Gualini 2002, 36). This
dimension may be called “institutional design” (ibid.).
Apparently, all four dimensions of capacity building overlap
(Fig. 3.1). Community capacity building, for instance, contains
elements of the organizational and individual levels, and building capacities of organizations is also only meaningful by investing in capacity building efforts of individuals (e.g. Johnson
and Thomas 2007).

individual

organizational

community

institutional

Figure 3.1: The multi-levelled nature of social capacity building

4

An interesting typology is provided by CCS (2009) which differentiates geographical communities (more or less defined by geo-

graphical boundaries), communities of common interests (be them employment, hobbies, sport, gender, entertainment or politics, to
mention but a few such interests) and communities of circumstance (e.g. created a group of non-related tourists during a disaster).
Thanks to Laura Gibb for providing this material.
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Contextualizing social capacity building
While in the previous section different levels of capacity building were identified, this part concentrates on the respective institutional context by introducing different dimensions of capacity
building. This section is closely interlinked with the topic of risk governance (cf. WP 2 report,
Walker, G. et al. 2010). It is an attempt to better understand what kind of mix of institutional arrangements seems particularly appropriate for conducting and eventually improving capacity
building efforts. To be sure, this section (as the entire report) does not yet provide an answer to
the question which context conditions are most appropriate or which practices are particularly
exemplary; it just aims at outlining ways of how the context of capacity building efforts can be
examined.
Nunn (2007), for instance, identifies five different dimensions:
1. a policy dimension (the purpose of the system, values),
2. legal/regulatory systems (rules, laws, norms standards)
3. management/accountability (who manages, who are the stakeholders within the system),
4. resources (human, financial, information),
5. processes (relationship between entities in the system including sub-systems, resource flows
and networks).
Weidner (2002) examines the development of environmental policy in 30 advanced and developing countries by using a “capacity-building approach”, which concentrates on the prerequisites,
development and effects of such policies (ibid., 1340). He departs from the definition of the
OECD Task Force on Capacity Building Development stating that “capacity in environment relates to the abilities of a society to identify environmental problems and solves them, capacity
development in environment relates to the ‘process’ by which those abilities are developed”
(OECD 1994, 9). This definition is rather broad and encompasses a great variety of elements
both in a material and non-material sense. By using an actor- and system-oriented approach,
Weidner defines the process of reaching environmental capacity as a multidimensional process
determined by:
• usually conflicting organised groups, their resources, their ability to form alliances and their
ability to cooperate in identifying and seizing (or even creating) situational opportunities;
• cultural, political and economic (structural) conditions, the environmental situation and public
awareness;
• the nature of the problem to be resolved (as partly constituted by these factors), how easy it
is to solve – which usually depends on the kind of interest and the clout of the polluters involved, the systemic nature of the problem, whether it is conventional or latent/creeping, and
so on (Weidner 2002, 1342).
In a more policy-driven mode of understanding capacity building efforts, capacities for environmental policy and management are constituted by:
1) the strength, competence and configuration of governmental and organised nongovernmental proponents of environmental protection and
2) a) cognitive, informational,
b) political-institutional, and
c) economic-technological framework conditions
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The utilization of existing capacities depends on:
3) the strength, will and skills of proponents and
4) their situative opportunities
This has to be related to:
5) the kind of problem: its urgency, complexity and the power resources and options of targets groups, their allies, and supporters (cf. Jänicke 1997, 8).
The broader view on capacity building just outlined points toward the importance of taking the
context of capacity building into account. It underlines that a reductionist understanding of capacity building concentrating exclusively on managerial and technocratic aspects must fail. Such
a logic is based on a notion understanding “people, organizations and systems as pieces of performance machinery whose capacity can be constructed and adjusted through a set of purposeful (and often externally financed and managed) interventions” (Land 2009, 7). Such a view
would neglect the respective cultural, political, economic, geographical and historical context
when applying a ‘best practice’ solution that might work in a certain context but not necessarily in
others. Things are more complicated. Empirical studies on organizational capacity building efforts (e.g. Baser and Morgan 2008) impressively illustrate that capacity building actually does not
necessarily result from purposeful and/or planned interventions but “rather have emerged from
difficult-to-chart processes of organizational learning and adaptation” (Land 2009, 7).
3.2

Criticism on capacity building approaches: Widening the focus

This section shortly summarises major criticisms concerning the concept and practices of capacity building. From this we will develop the idea of capacity building as a learning process characterised by several feedback loops which will then enable us to apply this concept in the context
of natural hazards research.
Agency and structure – redefining its interrelations
One strand of criticism concentrates on underlying assumptions about structures and agencies.
It regards many capacity building efforts as an institutionalisation of Giddens’ “Third Way” rhetoric. To recall, Giddens’ analysis of late or post-traditional societies suggests that agency is gaining importance there as these societies become more reflexive (cf. also Lash 2003, 49). In this
vein, Giddens suggests a shift towards the importance of actions: “the more knowledge the individual obtains, the more autonomous of structure he becomes” (Hoogenboom and Ossewaarde
2005, 6).
Many capacity building approaches, as governance in a more general sense, are no longer
about direct interventions into areas such as social exclusion (and hence concentrating on structural aspects), they are rather about creating the conditions for individuals and communities to
solve their own problems (hence agency; cf. also Rose 1993). In this vein, facilitating social capital in “individuals and building capacity in marginalised communities is primarily about empowering people to be able to look beyond and ultimately to transcend structures” (Fudge 2009, 64).
Therefore particularly community capacity building efforts often reflect Giddens’s conception of
agency and prescribe a greater individual responsibility (Fudge 2009, 59-60). Such programs
look primarily at facilitating the agency response, helping individuals to see opportunities –
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mostly through access to education, training and job opportunities – where previously they may
have seen barriers: “It is assumed that the institutional structure of society will respond to these
choices and will facilitate the heightened social reflexivity of individuals who inhabit areas were
these choices were previously more tenuous” (Fudge 2009, 60).
However, such approaches need to be embedded, as Taylor (cited in Fudge 2009, 61) argues, in the basic political, economic and social rights of modern citizenship. Importantly, she
asserts that the structural causes of social exclusion need to be addressed, particularly in any
programme that seeks to build capacity and empower individuals and communities.
Capacity building and power relations
Another point which needs more attention is the power relations inherent in any capacity building
effort. Glendinning et al. (2002) argue that most often there exists a major difference among partners and/or organizations involved in capacity building. In particular, non-governmental organizations and community groups, which are often represented on an unpaid volunteer basis, are considerably worse equipped (e.g. financially, managerially, technically etc.) in comparison with representatives of larger, more powerful and better resourced partners. As a result there might be a
tendency for building the “capacity of the powerful (and their organizations) and not the weak, or
for building the capacity of the weak only insofar as it accords with the interests of the powerful”
(Banks and Shenton 2001). This, then, undermines the very idea of capacity building: “Perforce,
there is a relationship of unequals. And inequality never built capacity” (Manji 1997, quoted in
Eade 1997, 8).
Capacity building as deficit model
Another line of criticism focuses on the analyses of the status quo and the inherent difficulty of
which actors have the legitimacy to define that a ‘deficit’ exists which needs to be dealt with by
means of capacity building (see also De Marchi 2003). Particularly, people ‘working on the
ground’ question the motives of those promoting capacity building from the top. Responding to
the UK government’s review of its support for community capacity building, the body representing community development training argued (FCDL 2004, 3) that
“… the experience of many communities is that ‘community capacity building’ programmes (with a myriad of titles),
have been imposed on them; with perceived needs, desired outcomes and preferred methods part of the package
which they have not had the opportunity to identify, develop or agree … the ‘community’ (often not self-defined) is
exhorted to play its part in an environment where inequalities of resources, power, information and status are not
even acknowledged, never mind addressed”.

As Tedmanson (2003) noted, by referring to experiences of the Aborigines in Australia the capacity building jargon “signifies an entrenchment of notions of what constitutes capacity, who defines
capacity and what constitutes the relationship between the dominant culture of capacity-builders
and those identified as capacity deficient” (ibid., 15). More specifically, as an Aborigine argues,
the challenge in Australia is not to ‘build’ capacity but to rather ‘restore’ capacity as “they had
40,000 to 60,000 years of survival and capacity” (quoted ibid.). Capacity building is quite often
applied “by donors to recipients” (Nunn 2007, 470) whereas the need to capacity building is defined by external actors (see also the impressive example given by Singh 2009 on the outcomes
of international aid in the post-tsunami Nicobar Islands). More intriguingly, cultural differences
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are in this perspective quite often viewed as a “weakness and not as a strength, a capacity deficit to be rebuilt or a problem to be ‘solved’” (Tedmanson 2003, 15). Attempts to build capacity
hence always face the problem of taking a paternalistic stance. There is indeed an interesting
parallel to the natural hazards discourse: as outlined in Chapter 2.2, vulnerability research is
troubled with similar questions (as of who defines vulnerability according with which means and
to what end).
According to Beazley et al. (2004) the weakness of the ‘deficit model’ is that it pays no attention to the capacity of institutions to overcome inherent barriers to engagement. In a nutshell:
the problem often lies not with communities but with the institutions, structures and processes
that affect them. Additionally, quite often community capacity building approaches would define
the ‘deficit’ (i.e. a status quo X) but would not define the endpoint or the expected outcome of a
capacity building effort: “What is the capacity being built towards or is it an end in itself?”
(Beazley et al. 2004, 6). Taking this argument into account, Partridge has an interesting interpretation of the very concept. In his view it is only meaningful to speak of community capacity building “where it applies equally to the lack of capacity both in neighbourhoods and of powerful partner agencies to listen to, engage with and share power with communities effectively. Do such
powerful agencies have the capacity to lose their face or to cope with residents’ decision going
against them?” (quoted ibid. based on personal communication).

→

Taking the ‘deficit’ model critique serious, any analysis of and/or setting up of capacity
building efforts needs to ask the following questions (based on Craig 2007, 354):

1. Who defines the capacity that communities need and why?
2. Who defines what a community actually is?
3. What control do local communities exercise over the capacity-building process?
4. Who defines what a strong/adapted/‘resilient’ community should look like?

Capacity building: a dynamic learning process rather than a linear development
Another strand of criticism, which is mostly concerned with organizational capacity building, argues that many approaches to capacity building do not sufficiently acknowledge the dynamic
learning processes that underlie any attempt to build capacity. Although some kind of education,
training and/or transfer of knowledge and experience is inherent in all capacity building efforts,
this dimension only gains prominence in more recent writings.
In a quite general sense capacity building is connected with learning processes as existing
experiences, routines and stocks of knowledge are always existent in an area where further capacities are built. In this sense, capacity building always implies the integration of “old and new
knowledges and being able to apply learning in new ways and to new situations” (Johnson and
Thomas 2007, 40).
Others underline the iterative nature of learning processes, particularly with respect to capacity building. Quite often the actors involved discover a surprising mismatch between “expected and actual results of action” (Argyris and Schön 1996, 16). The discovery of such kind of
surprises may cause feedback loops consisting of single-, double- and triple-loop learning processes (cf. Argyris and Schön 1978; Ramalingam 2008; Johnson and Thomas 2007 and Fig. 3.2):
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• Single-loop learning departs from the mismatch of expectations and actual results and tries to
detect and correct deviations and variances from established and more or less taken-forgranted practices, policies and norms by changing actions;
• Double-loop learning processes involve reflections on the underlying practices, norms and policies. It thus addresses the basic self-conception of an organization and might result in readdressing and rearranging them;
• Triple-loop learning questions the entire rational of a social entity and may result in radical
transformation with regard to practices, norms, structures and cultures of the entity itself as well
as its external context.
Figure 3.2: Capacity building as a learning process (based on Ramalingam 2008)

Organizational
rational & context

Practices, norms
and policies

Triple loop: Change of
overall organizational
rational and context

Double loop: Change
of practice, policies
and norms

Actions

Results

Single loop: Change
actions

We regard this idea of multi-loop learning processes as a good starting point to be applied to
natural hazards in a conceptual manner and the basic tasks of CapHaz-Net. This will be discussed in more detail in the next chapter.
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4

4.1

Social capacity building for natural hazards:
Basic assumptions and implications for CapHaz-Net
A conceptual frame of social capacity building for natural hazards

Underlying most efforts to build capacity is the assumption that capacity building is linked to
some kind of process or performance. They depart either from an observed lack of skills, resources, practices, abilities, knowledge etc. which needs to be remedied or from some kind of
inadequate performance which needs to be improved by a specific process as for instance training, education, discussion, partnership, participation, empowerment or experience exchange (cf.
also Brown et al. 2001, Kay and Alder 1999). Very generally, there are hence three elements
involved in capacity building: a status quo, which is defined by a lack of capacity, a means or a
process attempting to improve the situation and an expected outcome or a defined objective
characterised by more capacities (Fig. 4.1).
Figure 4.1: Elements involved in capacity building

Source: authors’ considerations; design: annalogie.de

→

→

Relating this basic idea to natural hazards, it might be easily imagined that stakeholders
identify a lack of risk awareness with regard to land slides in an Alpine region. To improve
this situation a state organization, regional authority or local NGO may therefore decide to
put greater emphasis on risk communication in this area to sensitise citizens for this risk
and to give them examples and advices on how to act in a case of emergency. Aim of the
collective endeavour could be to reduce fatalities and physical damages.
In a similar logic, CapHaz-Net is structured: prior to the project, risk perception and social
vulnerability were defined as crucial issues in order to describe and understand the status
quo, while risk communication and risk education were regarded as the means to achieve
more social resilience (Fig. 4.2).

Figure 4.2: Elements involved in social capacity building for natural hazards according to CapHaz-Net

Source: authors’ considerations; design: annalogie.de
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In the following we want to further elaborate this basic framework of the elements involved by
taking into account the previous discussions of Chapters 3 and 4. It hence incorporates the lessons we learned in the review of the literature on social capacity and capacity building.
Capacity building – a multi-level effort
It was previously shown that attempts to build capacity take place on different levels: above all
on that of the individual, of organizations as well as of communities. To conduct capacity building
efforts on these various levels needs to address different audiences and stakeholders, departs
from different ‘deficits’, relies on different means and processes, and has also diverging aims. In
the following section we give a general overview, which will be specified below.
(A) Individual level: This level relates to individuals or a collective body of individuals (e.g.
households, schools etc). The defining characteristic of this level is that actors are formally not
organised with respect to hazard and risk management efforts.
(B) Organizational level: This level relates to organizational actors which belong to “cooperation
structures within formal-institutional structures and systemic functions, with clearly defined strategic goals, explicit benchmarking processes (milestones) and […] with a defined end (death of
network)” (Matthiesen 2005, 10). Such formal structures may exist in different sectors:
• Organizations from the public sector, which are directly or indirectly involved in disaster
and risk management. They may include governments, ministries, administrations, planning agencies, local authorities, public services, fire brigades, etc..
• Companies in the private sector. They may be insurance companies but also other companies formally or informally involved in risk and disaster management e.g. privately
owned utility or infrastructure companies. It may also include companies exposed to
natural hazards.
• Non-governmental organizations from civil society (voluntary sector) involved directly or
indirectly in disaster and risk management. They may include NGOs, foundations, community groups, activist groups, Union and interest groups.
(C) Community level: This level focuses on local communities and summarises the actors from
the organizational level (public, private & voluntary) as well as individuals. It concentrates, above
all, on the interaction and forms of cooperation between the different actors. Generally, there
seems to be a broad consensus that the local level and/or the level of communities is the most
appropriate setting for realising social capacity building efforts. But it was also pointed out above,
that community is a concept far from self-evident or neutral which needs definition and – this is
the lesson of decades of community studies (Elias and Scotson 1965, Stacey 1969, Cohen
1992, Cox 1998) – it needs some critical distance when approaching it. Otherwise issues like
social conflicts, social inequity and social exclusion might be overlooked. For the time being, we
therefore prefer to speak of contextualising social capacity building for natural hazards, which
will often imply to place it on the local or at least regional scale. There are a number of good reasons to strictly contextualise natural hazards and hazardous events, respectively:
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•

•

•

•

From a natural-hazards perspective: each natural disaster is singular in its physical characteristics and local impact due to its coincidence with context-specific risk cultures, risk governance structures and institutional performance.
From the perspective of social vulnerability (status quo; Fig. 4.2): taxonomic top-down and
hazards-of-place approaches account only for some part of actual social vulnerabilities to
natural hazards and need to be accomplished by bottom-up approaches and detailed contextualised research.
From the perspective of social capacity building (process and means; Fig. 4.2): From the
experiences made in other contexts, it is well known that simple ‘top-down’ approaches are
mostly misleading. Therefore bottom-up processes are gaining acceptance. In the field of
natural hazards this is for sure similar, as capacity buildings attempts will always need to take
into account local management practices and local memories. Such local ‘risk cultures’ need
to be integrated to adequately and effectively build (or sometimes rather re-establish) social
capacities.
From a governance point of view: The local level is meanwhile an important scale of actual
risk management. It is here where the tendency toward an increasing ‘privatisation of risk’–
that the people themselves are expected to take preparatory measures – is materialising.
This, however, remains a tricky issue since risk governance actually takes place at a number
of different and interacting scales.

(D) Institutional level: This level includes overarching societal processes, cultural patterns,
shared norms and values, beliefs and attitudes which are among individuals, organizations as
well as communities. These processes may be formally expressed and include legal and regulatory frameworks or may be simply taken for grated and implicitly generally shared. With regard to
social capacity building at least three different dimensions are of relevance (cf. Gualini 2002):
• Existing institutions: across Europe a multiplicity and diversity of different set of norms, values, beliefs and attitudes exist among and between individuals, organizations and communities with regard to how natural hazards are perceived, how they are managed and governed.
• Institution building: this includes the emergences and transition of the “mobilisation and
commitment of individuals, the contingent unity of meanings, and the constitution of collective forms of action” into a stable institutional pattern (ibid., 35).
• Institutional design: finally, one needs to not only consider the “‘generative’ conditions” but
also the “enabling dimension” (ibid.). The institutional design includes hence rules and norms
“structuring the interaction” of people and creating the “power to achieve purposes that would
be unreachable in their absence” (Scharpf 1989, 152, quoted in Gualini 2002, 36).
Table 4.1 summarises the main characteristics of the organizational, individual and community
levels of social capacity building. Since the institutional level is an integral part of each of the
aforementioned levels, it is not distinguished separately.
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Table 4.1: Social capacity building in a multi-level perspective

ORGANIZATIONAL LEVEL

INDIVIDUAL LEVEL

COMMUNITY LEVEL

The defining characteristic of this level is that actors
belong to some kind of “cooperation structures within
formal-institutional structures and systemic functions,
with clearly defined strategic goals, explicit benchmarking processes (milestones) and […] with a defined end (death of network)” (Matthiesen 2005, 10).
Such formal organization structures may exist in different sectors: the public, the private and the voluntary
sectors.

This level includes individuals or a collective
body of individuals (e.g.
households,
schools
etc). The defining characteristic of this level is
that actors are formally
not organised with respect to hazard and risk
management efforts.

This level focuses on
local communities and
summarises the actors
from the organizational
level (public, private &
voluntary sectors) as
well as individuals. It
concentrates, above all,
on the interaction and
forms of cooperation
between the different
actors in a specific locality (e.g. village or an
urban neighbourhood).

Organizations
from the public
sector, which
are directly or
indirectly involved in disaster and risk
management.
They may include governments, ministries, administrations, planning agencies,
local authorities,
public services,
fire brigades,
etc.

Companies in
the private
sector. They
may be insurance companies
but also other
companies
formally or informally involved in risk
and disaster
management
e.g. privately
owned utility or
infrastructure
companies. It
may also include companies exposed to
natural hazards.

Nongovernmental
organizations
from civil society (voluntary
sector) involved directly
or indirectly in
disaster and
risk management. They may
include NGOs,
foundations,
community
groups, activist
groups, Union
and interest
groups.

Social capacity building as an iterative learning process
Particularly in the field of natural hazards, social capacity building should be understood as a
learning process which needs to be open to surprising events (Kuhlicke 2008, Kuhlicke and
Kruse 2009). Most of the ‘lessons learned’ documents compiled after major disasters (e.g. the
Kirchbach Report in Germany after the 2002 flood or the Pitt Review after the 2007 floods in the
UK; Kirchbach et al. 2002, Pitt 2007) give testimony that disasters contain the possibility to scrutinise previously established policies, practices and actions (see also Felgentreff 2003).

Social capacity building as an iterative and mutual learning process
In this vein, social capacity building should be organised as an iterative and mutual learning
process that recognises and takes into account the mismatch of expectations and actual results; that is to reflect and if appropriate adapt established practices, norms and policies.
Such attempts may even lead to questioning the very basis of practices, norms, structures
and cultures of the entity of interest itself as well as its context of actors and structures involved.
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‘Who defines what?’ Deficits, means and outcomes
This is surely a central challenge of social capacity building for natural hazards: Who defines on
which (empirical) ground what kinds of capacity of whom are lacking (‘deficits’) and by which
means or processes capacity should be reduced/improved, with which resources, which actors
involved and which outcome? Building capacity often entails a paternalistic stance, in the sense
that an actor or a group of actors is considered by an outsider as lacking a certain skill, a resource or a capacity. This judgment is mostly made from a position of superiority. This implies
that the interrelations of ‘capacity builders’ and those ‘deficient’ of a certain capacity need to be
carefully taken into account and this at least with regard to the following aspects:
Interrelation of ‘capacity builders’ and those ‘deficient’ of capacities
Ideally those considered as lacking a certain capacity should be involved in the process of
defining their (own) deficit: do they agree or do they have distinct perceptions and definitions
of their own ‘deficits’? Do they perceive the need to overcome them?
At the same time, the means and processes by which a certain aim should be reached
should also be made transparent and become part of a collective process of defining the
means and processes.
Finally, the outcome of any social capacity building should be made transparent and agreed
upon, again by taking into account the views of the different actors involved in such an endeavour (more generally on these issues in a risk context: De Marchi 2003)
Based on the previously outlined basic elements of capacity building efforts as well as the subsequently introduced aspects to be considered, the basic framework may be reconsidered as
shown in Fig. 4.3.
Figure 4.3: Elements involved in social capacity building for natural hazards – reconsidered

Source: authors’ considerations; design: annalogie.de

These considerations lead us to the following definition of social capacity building.
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Suggested definition of social capacity building
By ‘social capacity’ we mean all the resources available at various levels (e.g. individuals, organizations, communities) that can be used to anticipate, respond to, cope with, recover from
and adapt to external stressors (e.g. a hazardous event). These resources include skills,
knowledge, social networks as well as institutions, structures and knowledge of how to elicit
and use them. ‘Social capacity building’ is a normative concept that aims at rediscovering,
enhancing and developing the previously mentioned resources. Ideally, it is understood as a
long-term effort taking place on a variety of levels including that of individuals, organizations,
communities and institutions. It is designed and set up as an iterative and mutual learning
process which is based on the cooperation and interaction of various actors. This implies
also that those considered as ‘lacking’ a certain capacity should not only be involved (and
have the capacities) in defining their own ‘deficit’ but also in defining the aims and purposes
of the capacity building effort.
4.2

Social capacity building for natural hazards and its implications for CapHaz-Net:
Establishing links between the different work packages

After having outlined basic assumptions of social capacity building and the general challenges of
any effort on that, this final section builds further links to the field of natural hazards. At the same
time it relates the previous discussions to CapHaz-Net itself, as the overall working structure of
CapHaz-Net is organised in a similar manner as the basic framework presented (see below Fig.
4.4). Thus, when setting up the project proposal we had already made some decisions of how
certain topics interrelate with regard to social capacity building for natural hazards.
In the context of natural hazards, we relate social capacities more specifically to the resources of the people, communities and organizations in order to anticipate, cope with and recover from hazards. Here capacity relates to questions of awareness and people’s understanding that risks exist and may affect them; their preparedness to be able to respond effectively and
to protect themselves, their property and livelihood when disaster strikes; their ability to receive
warnings and understand whether and how to respond to these; and their ability to engage with
and contribute to decision making and planning processes for managing risks as well as their
abilities to deal practically with their limits of knowledge. It furthermore includes training, education and other methods to help people develop skills necessary for them to achieve their purposes. These capacities as well as the willingness and ability to act strongly relate to people’s
social vulnerability and their risk perceptions (see the WP 3 and WP 4 reports).
Although social capacity building pays particular attention to individuals and communities,
this has to be set within the wider context of socio-economic processes, regulatory and legal
frameworks, infrastructures and institutions that shape and structure local experiences and capacities (risk governance; Walker, G. et al. 2010). Therefore a simple focus on communities will
neglect these broader societal conditions that may both increase and reduce the capacities of
communities to cope with risk. On the other hand, local communities are certainly an appropriate
entity for concrete awareness raising programs, risk communication efforts and risk education
actions.
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Figure 4.4: Elements involved in social capacity building for natural hazards according to CapHaz-Net

Source: authors’ considerations; design: annalogie.de

As Fig. 4.4 displays, CapHaz-Net departs from better understanding the current situation (‘status
quo’) in Europe with regard to risk perception and social vulnerability. It aims at taking into account general trends on the one hand and context-specific findings on the other. Furthermore,
CapHaz-Net considers risk communication and risk education as important means (that is, processes) of social capacity building and its aims at enhancing social resilience. This is taking place
in specific contexts of how risk is governed. This rather general approach will be contextualised
by means of three ‘Regional Hazard Workshops’ taking place in different geographical contexts.
The purpose of these workshops which are the focus and major highlights of the work in the
second project phase of CapHaz-Net is to match the scientific debate with the regional perspective related to natural hazards. Therefore, the perspectives and knowledge of regional stakeholders will be an integral part of this effort. For this, it is above all crucial to understand the role
of the contexts and this with regard to the previously elaborated topics. Thus the second half of
the project is dedicated to concrete examples of the work done in the first phase and the evaluation of existing ‘deficits’, ‘means and processes’ as well as ‘aims’.
The entire effort is organised as a mutual learning process that tries to include varying
stakeholders and scholars from across Europe. A series of workshops is the main means in this
process.
Risk perception and social vulnerability
As stated throughout this report, social capacity building is closely interlinked with the discourse
on social vulnerability and risk perception, at least implicitly. In this section we want to make the
links more explicit. As stated above, we take both issues as starting points in order to identify the
status quo, that is, existing capacities (Fig. 4.2 and 4.4).
Risk perception and social vulnerability come from different disciplinary backgrounds and
originated in distinct societal contexts. While risk perception studies were initially conducted by
psychologists during the 1960s and 1970s investigating ‘lay’-people’s perceptions of newly introduced technologies such as nuclear power (Slovic et al. 1974), vulnerability research came into
being during the 1970s in developing countries, particularly in the Sahel Zone; it was mostly interested in socio-economic and political structures influencing the ability of people to survive
droughts, famines and other disasters (Waddell 1975; O'Keefe et al. 1976; Waddell 1977; Susman et al. 1983).
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Risk perception is frequently used to refer to people’s view on risks; the term refers to
“people’s judgements and evaluations of hazards they (or their facilities or environment) are or
might be exposed to” (Rohrmann and Renn 2000, 14-15). Both people’s previous experiences
and their beliefs influence their perceptions of risk. An alternative concept worth considering is
risk construction (Steinführer and Kuhlicke 2007).
The term social vulnerability has been dealt with at some length in Chapter 2.1. It was
shown that the concept of vulnerability also knows some kind of ‘capacity’ and that it has experienced a considerable reinterpretation, which is grounded in the insights that it is not simply a
constant ‘state’ and/or a stable condition which is inherent and/or intrinsic to a person or a community and defined by some kind of external socio-economic factors (e.g. age, gender, income,
education, ethnicity etc.) Such approaches hence failed ‘to acknowledge the importance of the
resources and capacities of a community which enable them to overcome these vulnerabilities
and cope with change” (Maguire and Cartwright 2008, 7). As a consequence, people’s vulnerability needs also to be seen in light of their capacities and abilities to influence and define their
own fortunes. Vulnerability is much more complex and dynamic than an approach which understands vulnerability as a stable ‘state’ assumes.
But there is more, by introducing the term social capacity building we want to emphasise
that capacity building is a social process (rather than a simple managerial task) including different actors and taking place on different levels as well as different temporal and spatial scales.
Social capacity hence needs to be differently conceptualised and assessed at the different levels. This also implies that social vulnerability assessment should take these different levels and
scales into account as the vulnerability is not a constant stock but rather dependent from the
social unit we are referring to (individual, community, nation state). Based on these reflections,
some general questions with regard to social vulnerability arise:
→ How do vulnerability studies conducted in Europe conceptualise vulnerability? Which implicit and/or explicit assumption are vulnerability studies base on? How do they define vulnerability and which consequences does this have for the results they obtain?
→ Is vulnerability taken as exposure and capacity or are exposure, vulnerability and capacity
treated separately? What implications does the respective understanding have for the assessment of social vulnerability?
→ By which means and methods (e.g. surveys, indicators etc.) is vulnerability assessed and
‘measured’? What are the advantages and disadvantages of the different means and
methods?
→ Is vulnerability considered as a stable state, as a given and constant ‘stock’ or rather as a
more dynamic and relational entity? To what extent is it taken into account that vulnerability
emerges in the interaction between people, groups, organizations, authorities etc.
→ Is there a tendency to understand vulnerability as a ‘deficit’ in order to ‘label’ vulnerable
groups? Who is defining vulnerability on which ground?
The link between social capacity building and risk perception is less obvious, yet there are interconnections which need to be explored more in-depth. At the core of the report are two observations: apart from the observed increase in the damages associated with natural hazards, the
“landscape of risk responsibility” (Johnson and Priest 2008) between different state and nonstate actors seems to change in Europe (see also WP 2 report, Walker, G. et al. 2010). Legislations, programs and/or agencies operating at the national and European levels are encouraging
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or even requiring individuals to take more responsibility for their actions (‘privatisation of risk’,
Steinführer et al. 2009. Obviously, this process strongly relates to how residents at risk perceive
and interpret the risk associated to natural hazards.
→ How do people perceive this change of responsibility? Is it taking pace at all and if so do
residents accept it?
→ In the view of residents, is the demand for people to take personal responsibility realistic
and which conditions need to be fulfilled in order to make it more than just a lip service?
How do people deal with an increased demand for shared responsibility? Is this increase
of complexity possibly related to new issues of vulnerability?
A final question relates to the interrelations between risk perception of and social vulnerability to
natural hazards which were hardly explored by previous research.
Table 4.2: Status quo: topics addressed in CapHaz-Net with regard to risk perception and social vulnerability

STATUS QUO
Risk
Perception
(WP 3)

Identifies important psychological factors influencing people’s perceptions of natural
hazards
Provides a review of the factors that influence or shape the perception of hazard
mitigation or adaptation measures
Generates more insights into the connections between perceptions and behaviour
Identifies and maps existing studies on risk perception across Europe

Social
Vulnerability
(WP 4)

Identifies general and context-specific factors influencing social vulnerabilities to
natural hazards in Europe
Identifies regions and social groups that need particular attention with regard to risk
governance and social capacity building efforts for reducing their vulnerabilities
Identifies and maps existing studies on social vulnerability to natural hazards across
Europe
Implications of our findings for differing stages of the risk cycle

Risk communication and risk education
Risk communication and risk education are two important means of social capacity building and
basically refer to the process itself. The differences between both terms are not apparent at first
sight, and sometimes they are even used interchangeably. However, in our understanding, risk
communication is the broader concept and entails, above all, information exchange between
institutions responsible for risk production/risk forecasting (e.g. industrial companies, meteorological institutes), stakeholders involved in risk warning and risk management as well as the affected general public. Risk education is more specific and addresses the inclusion of knowledge
in school curricula at all levels and the consideration of other formal and informal channels to
reach people at schools and institutions of higher education. Among others, knowledge is also
reflected in textbooks and teaching practices but school curricula widely differ conceptually
across Europe and sometimes event within countries. Systematic knowledge on risk education
with regard to natural hazards is missing. In the course of CapHaz-Net we need to reflect upon
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further whether risk communication (as the broader concept) is solely a means to build social
capacity or whether it is also a social capacity itself.5
Table 4.3: Means and processes: topics addressed in CapHaz-Net with regard to risk communication and risk education

MEANS AND PROCESSES
Risk
Communication
(WP 5)

Reviews different risk communication approaches, provides a state-of-the-art overview in the field of natural hazards as well as good practice examples
Develops a framework for risk communication in the field of natural hazards forming the basis for developing risk communication guidelines
Identifies and maps ‘good’ (and where appropriate ‘bad’) practices of risk communication across Europe

Risk
Education
(WP 6)

Assesses different risk education approaches, tools, practices and policies in the
field of natural hazards (with particular emphasis on children, teenagers and young
adults)
Identifies constraints to education activities and suggest ways, topics and channels
that should be covered with regard to risk education more thoroughly
Identify and map ‘good’ (and where appropriate ‘bad’) practices of risk education
across Europe

Toward more resilient societies
Outcome of analysing the status quo as well as the means and processes of how to change the
situation might be an enhanced social resilience. The term resilience stands as a concept that
aims at better understanding of how to strengthen capacities of individuals, communities and
societies to deal with disasters, crises and stress. We departed from the assumption, that resilience points towards the ability to survive or even benefit from the occurrence of unknown, surprising and possibly harmful occurrences (Holling 1978, 104). In this understanding resilience
underlines, in a very general manner, that change is not the exception but rather the rule, that
change is not a negligible factor, but quite often a “necessary condition for system maintenance”
(Timmerman 1986, 444). The notion of resilience thus points towards the necessity to learn from
past experiences and to prepare for an uncertain and contingent future. As already stated above,
in this understanding it is difficult to achieve (Kuhlicke and Kruse 2009).
Although resilience is somewhat the ‘aim’ of CapHaz-Net (i.e. it is the final work package
synthesizing the previous work) it is dealt with from the very beginning to ensure that on the interrelation of ‘status quo’, ‘means and processes’ as well as ‘expected outcomes’ is constantly
reflected upon. CapHaz-Net itself is hence organised as an iterative learning process. During our
first meeting in July 2009 members of CapHaz-Net started to discuss the question what resilience might mean in the context of this project. The individual answers to the question what resilience means to each consortium partner were collected (Fig. 4.5). Based on that collection,
seven dimensions of social resilience in the context of natural hazards were found (Table 4.4).

5

Thanks to the WSL team for this consideration.
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Figure 4.5: “What does social resilience mean to your?” Results of a brain-storming session at the CapHaz-Net kick-off meeting in
Leipzig (July 2009)

Table 4.4: Different dimensions of resilience: ex-post clustering of characteristics of resilience defined by participants of the CapHazNet Kick-off meeting in Leipzig (July 2009)

DIMENSIONS

UNDERLYING MEANINGS

Flexibility & adaptability; ability of a system to adapt successfully to
Capacity/flexibility to adapt to
and cope with impacts, changes, changes, flexible infrastructure & governance; expecting the unexpected
uncertainty
Learning

Long-term learning and acting; learning and reflexivity; learning from
previous mistakes; learning from change

Resources, skills etc.

Knowledge, skills + resources; access to information & resources;
articulated societies dialogue; community, neighbourhood & family
support; ties that bind a community together and give it a sense of
itself

Awareness, perception,
precaution

Aware and engaged with hazard and risk-society level; perception of
and acceptance of risk; precaution

Cope successfully with events
and to comeback to normal

Reach a stable/desirable state after a shock; get back to normal; maintain key aspects of itself in the face of changes (internal or external)

Nature–society

Long-term co-habitation of ‘nature’ and ‘society’, adaptation of society
to natural processes

Levels

Household – individual; community – local; regional

Departing from this discussion the meaning of social resilience will be further specified as CapHaz-Net proceeds. Also its interrelations to other topics will be substantiated, both from the perspective of single thematic work packages (e.g. social vulnerability, risk communication etc.) and
the hazard-related workshops (floods, droughts etc.) as well as from the perspective of the synthesising work package on social resilience. The task remains an ambitious one and this for two
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reasons: it became obvious that resilience as an aim is in principle unreachable as it is left open
and it is neither verifiable nor measurable. Not least: what about those who are not able or willing to live with change or to adapt to change?6

6

Thanks to Carsten Felgentreff (Osnabrück) for insisting on this question during the Lancaster workshop in November 2009.
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5

Concluding remarks and open questions

This report deconstructed social capacity building into its two components ‘social capacity’ and
‘capacity building’. By doing so the first part focused on existing research in natural hazards research as well as in the social sciences more generally and scrutinised how ‘social capacity’ is
framed, understood and dealt with. In a second step we reviewed literature concentrating more
explicitly on ‘capacity building’ and outlined basic elements involved in as well as different levels
and dimensions of capacity building. The final section took into account the previous discussions
and applied them to natural hazards in general as well as to the CapHaz-Net project more specifically.
We shortly want to summarise some main implications at this stage:
→ By social capacity we mean all the resources available within a specific social and/or spatial unit that can be used to anticipate, respond to, cope with, recover from and adapt to
external stressors (e.g. a hazardous event). These include skills, knowledge, social networks as well as institutions, structures and knowledge of how to elicit and use them.
→ In a very general sense there are three elements involved in capacity building: a status
quo, which is defined by a ‘lack of capacity’, a means or a process attempting to improve
the situation and an expected outcome or a defined objective which is aimed at.
→ Building social capacity takes place on different levels: above all on the level of the individual, of organizations as well as social and/or local communities. To conduct capacity building efforts on these various levels needs to address different audiences, needs to depart
from different ‘deficits’, relies on different means, and should have diverging aims. The institutional level, and thus risk governance, is an integral part of all the aforementioned levels and needs to be taken into account for each of them.
→ Central for the entire process is the question of ‘who defines what?’: Who defines on which
(empirical) ground what kinds of capacity of whom are lacking (‘deficit’)? And by which
means or processes should capacities be reduced/improved, with which resources, which
actors involved and which outcome? Social capacity building is thus also about taking responsibility (or taking ownership of one’s responsibilities e.g. for reducing one’s vulnerability) by an individual, a community or an organization.
→ Generally the process of building capacities should be organised as an iterative and mutual learning process that recognises and takes into account the mismatch of expectations
and actual results. It should be open to adapt established practices, norms and policies to
new knowledge, occurrences and results.
In a second step we applied this general perspective to more established concepts of social science research on natural hazards (risk perception, social vulnerability, risk communication and
risk education) and related it to the general idea of CapHaz-Net in whose structure this conceptual frame of social capacity building (status quo, process, outcome) is reflected. In the further
course of the project we will now relate our findings from the social capacity and the capacity
building literature more specifically to risk perception of and social vulnerability to natural hazards as well as to risk communication and risk education efforts with regard to different natural
hazards across Europe. We will also keep in mind the three critical points mentioned at the beginning of this report which have been changing Europe’s landscape of natural hazards and dis-
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asters for quite a few years now: the observed increase in the occurrence of natural disasters as
well as rising damages questioning established protection and management strategies; the
changing distribution of responsibility between different state and non-state actors (referred to
throughout this report as ‘privatisation of risk’) and the lack of capacities on the part of state actors to eventually avoid the negative impacts of natural hazards.
At the end we want to briefly outline open questions which will also deserve attention as CapHaz-Net further evolves:
• Social capacity building and the so-called risk cycle: The definition of social capacity suggested
in this report remains at a general and more or less conceptual level but it already addresses
major issues of natural hazards and disasters, respectively, such as anticipation, preparedness
response, coping, recovery or adaptation to external stressors. CapHaz-Net’s efforts on understanding and contextualising natural hazards from a social science perspective will need to
connect the process of social capacity building to these single concepts, efforts and activities –
that is to existing research and to existing ‘good’ (as well as ’poor’) practices from across
Europe (and, to some extent, the globe) in order to enrich the theoretical concepts by knowledge from the ground.
• Adaptive capacity and climate change: Particularly within the discourse on climate change, the
notion of ‘adaptive capacity’ is gaining relevance. What is the difference between ‘social capacity’ and ‘adaptive capacity’? One way of making a difference could be that both concepts are
framed differently in terms of their aims and/or expected outcomes. While social capacity building might aim at a more specific outcome (e.g. to make people more aware of a certain flood
risk), the objectives of adaptive capacity are more contingent as it is usually referred to in the
literature to the notion of ‘surprise’: it wants to – paradoxically – expect the unexpected. CapHaz-Net will discuss the interrelation of both concepts particularly in the context of the notion of
‘resilience’.
• Operationalising and measuring social capacity building: How can social capacity building be
adequately evaluated or measured? Which ex-ante and ex-post monitoring strategies are possible? Is it common practice to evaluate the effect of integrative risk management and different
forms of risk communication on social capacities? What role does communication play for the
evaluation of social capacities?
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