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Introduction: 
New Perspectives on Resilience 
in Socio-Economic Spheres

Andrea Maurer

Why do so many people think about resilience today? This compilation of papers 
comes from social scientists who discuss the relevance of resilience in socio-eco-
nomic spheres from different point of views. The aim is to offer new theoretical 
perspectives on resilience and new ways of giving empirical evidence. 

The selection shows that the notion of resilience is used to analyze disruptive 
processes as well as how to handle these processes more or less successfully, in a 
wide range of socio-economic spheres. The selected papers do not only show that 
research on resilience is to be connected with classic concepts but also help to iden-
tify and overcome theoretical challenges. For example, there is a discussion, which 
moves against theories of modernization, saying that modern societies are faced 
with general risks which cannot be foreseen or planned but which can be overcome 
by different social mechanisms or factors in complex ways which are to be analyz-
ed with the help of middle range theories, case studies or diverse institution theo-
ries. A second line of discussion provided by the collection helps to translate the 
general idea of disruption by using different theories and by focusing on concrete 
spheres. Disruptive or existence-threating events are defi ned in the framework of a 
particular theory of typical social action systems like social relationships, groups, 
organizations, societies, social systems, world society and the like. Thus, research 
on resilience can be based on various methodologies, theoretical programs and em-
pirical research studies. The overall guideline is to formulate theses about social 
factors from a particular theoretical or empirical point of view, which help over-
come the threats and gain stability. Most of the papers illustrate that such theses can 

© Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden 2016
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be empirically proven and used for giving practical advice. This attracts practition-
ers from different fi elds, such as politicians, environmentalists, business owners or 
consumers to name a few. In other words, the notion of resilience supports the aim 
of solving various socio-economic problems by identifying social factors which 
support particular actors, groups and organizations when dealing with disruptive 
events, such as social or economic crises in modern societies. 

Sociologists, as well as other social scientists, only recently started conceptu-
alizing the notion of resilience and doing theoretically guided empirical research 
on the topic. Although the notion of resilience can be transported easily from 
individual problems to natural desasters to social action systems confronted with 
disruption it is not transdisciplinary. Furthermore, it is not a coherent concept 
or research program. What makes the notion of resilience interesting for social 
scientists in general and sociologists in particular is opening up the black box 
of disruptive and unforeseen processes or events. It also offers a heuristic ba-
sis to fi gure out which social factors support one’s overcoming of such exist-
ence-threating events. Some concepts offer a closer look at what happens after or 
during disruptive processes and therefore help to identify why some social factors 
trigger and others stop the threats. Within sociology, disruptive processes can be 
seen as loss of mutual expectations, essential functions or moral values, to name 
a few, in social groups, institutions, organizations or social systems. Only based 
on a theoretical description of what defi nes the particular fi gure of a social group, 
institution, organization, society or social system can one identify social factors 
which help to stop disruptive processes and regain normality. Because of its broad 
spectrum, the notion of resilience can be combined with different sociological 
approaches. This is a big advantage as well as a big challenge. For example, resil-
ience can be discussed by starting with the assumption of a social system being 
functionally differentiated and based on codes but also with the assumption of a 
socially integrated group or a market. Research on resilience then looks at social 
factors helping to reestablish either codes, values or utility expectations during 
and after disruption. The overall idea is to fi gure out how disruptive processes and 
threats of the basic foundations can be stopped and how codes, moral values or 
utility expectations be restored. 

This book covers recent attempts in sociology to conceptualize “resilience” 
theoretically and to offer particular insights in the factors which enable social 
groups, institutions, organizations, societies or social systems to deal with various 
disruptive processes and to regain stability. The readings are organized into three 
parts: fi rstly, new theoretical perspectives are offered. Secondly, social resilience 
in economic sphere is discussed. Last but not least, social-cultural resilience of 
groups and individuals is analyzed. 
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In the fi rst part of the collection new theoretical perspectives on resilience are 
outlined. The fi rst chapter by Wolfgang Bonß brings in the new idea that mod-
ern societies are unavoidably confronted with risks which can not be dealt with 
through classical political ways of planning. So, resilience is defi ned as the abili-
ty to absorb and prevent risks by constantly rearranging and adapting. Daniel F. 
Lorenz and Cordula Dittmer react to the broadness and use of the term in very 
different spheres, concerning its transformative capital, the capacity of agency, and 
integrative empowerment by focusing on the fi eld of power relations and asym-
metric developments. They highlight the abilities of humans and the emancipatory 
force of resilience. They are doing this by analysing the role of social and cultural 
interpretative patterns for the construction of meaning by individuals confronted 
with catastrophes. 

In the second part, the notion of resilience is used to discuss economic crises 
and to look at them by asking what makes some economic actors or action systems 
more resilient because of special social factors which help to reduce and over-
come disruptions. In her article, Andrea Maurer conceptualizes resilience in the 
framework of new economic sociology. Her main idea is to describe disruption as 
a breakdown of mutual expectations in the economic sphere and then look for such 
golden social factors which help actors in economic sphere to overcome shocks or 
crises. Along with the widely known network and institutional analyses the notion 
of “loyalty” by Albert Hirschman is highlighted as a social factor which helps to 
overcome existence-threating in the economy. This is because loyalty motivates 
members to stay when benefi ts are quite unsure and it works as a social signal 
which increases the expectation of benefi ts. Both mechanisms go along which each 
other so social commitment can bring benefi ts back. 

Renate Mayntz deals with the international fi nancial crisis. Her starting point 
is to view the fi nancial crisis as having been unleashed by a disturbance in the US 
housing market. Proof is given that the fi nancial markets are not self-regulating. 
Ironically, adaptive responses to prior changes in the environment of the fi nancial 
system had made it vulnerable, rather than resilient to external disturbances. Po-
litical intervention to re-establish fi nancial stability requires both data and causal 
knowledge about the dynamic of the fi nancial system. In 2008 both were defi cient. 
The stress test of European banks, the international Data Gaps initiative, and ef-
forts to develop indicators of fi nancial soundness responded to these defi ciencies. 
In analysing the data collection and measuring enterprises, their underlying causal 
models of fi nancial stability and of resilience are discussed. Resilience is defi ned 
as a property of social systems which emerges either by intention or by chance. 

Sebastian Nessel also deals with a disturbance of markets but takes this within 
the framework of new economic sociology as proof that markets are not to be seen 
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as normally self-regulating units but as social action systems which are character-
ized by particular actors who interact in social fi elds like markets. By using the 
theoretical concepts proposed by Pierre Bourdieu and Neil Fligstein, Nessel of-
fers empirical evidence that consumer organizations are an important social factor 
within markets. They help especially when actors are confronted with unexpected 
processes or with a disruption of mutual expectations. 

The third part presents papers dealing with factors which help the social sphere 
deal with existence-threatening events. The paper by Michèle Lamont, Jessica 
Welburn, and Crystal M. Fleming1 discusses how stigmatized groups, especially 
in the US but also in Israel and Brazil, overcome stigmatization and increase indi-
vidual well-being. For this the notion of “Anerkennung” (appreciation) is central. 
Based on work by Laurent Thevenot and Michèle Lamont different stigmatized 
groups of Afro-American in New York, Afro-Brazilians in Rio de Janeiro and 
Jews from Arabia are compared. Evidence is given that especially in precarious 
social circumstances group membership provides resources to overcome stigma-
tization. Special repertoires are reconstructed which support the reestablishment 
of social appreciation. The social-cultural context is named as particular social 
factors, which enable groups or group members to activate particular social reper-
toires. Common experience and shared identity help to overcome weaker discrim-
ination from the outside. 

Hendrik Vollmer, with reference to Harold Garfi nkel and Pierre Bourdieu, of-
fers a completely different view on resilience. He suggests not focusing on resil-
ience as a resource which helps to overcome problems but focusing on it as an 
attribute of individuals or groups who cope and do not succumb to disruptions. 
Thus, he offers a set of phenomena which address the topic of resilience by demon-
strating particular forms of resilience. It is seen as a “practical sense” found in a 
social group or society. The expression of resilience in this sense, is ‘punctuated 
cooperation’. It is shown, through examples, that sociology can do research on 
resilience by looking on what individuals are doing practically. 

Although there are a lot of new insights into and research on social resilience 
in sociology today, some important open questions and challenges for the future 
still remain. First of all, there is no overall theory on resilience, only a number of 
concepts translating resilience into different theoretical views and heuristics. One 
important line of discussion is to look for certain social factors which characterize 
social units which adapt to or deal better with disruptive events and processes then 
others. Sociology can help identify why and how social factors help social groups, 

1 Originally published in Hall, Peter A. and Michèle Lamont (ed.), 2013: Social Re-
silience in the Neoliberal Era. Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, pp. 129-82.
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institutions, organizations, societies or social systems overcome crises and carry 
on. On the other hand, there are some critical voices saying that resilience cannot 
be designed or planned, rather it is to be seen as an emergent social effect. At this 
point, it is an open question whether sociologists can and should do systematic re-
search on resilience. It is my hope that this compilation enforces both a discussion 
about the theoretical foundations as well as the normative restrictions of research 
on resilience.

Dr. Cori Mackrodt, VS Springer’s editor in chief, has accompanied this volume 
with her great experience and offered ideas whenever needed. Janosch Stolle, from 
the University of Trier, was of great help by translating part of the articles. Last 
but not least, I’m deeply grateful to Laura Lehto and all contributors from different 
disciplines and countries for their patience and inspiration. 
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 Part I
THE SOCIAL SCIENCE PERSPECTIVE



The Notion of Resilience: 
Trajectories and Social Science Perspective 

Wolfgang Bonß1

The keyword of resilience has gained a tremendous trajectory within the last years. 
If you search for resilience in Google Ngram Viewer, a program which allows 
you to monitor the use of specifi c terms within books, it shows, that this term was 
not used in German-speaking countries (except for a short period between 1942 
and 1950) until the 1970s.2 This changed, slowly after 1990 and signifi cantly after 
2000. Since then, the use of this term within the German-speaking literature has 
doubled.3 Media coverage of political discussions and research proposals on the 
topic of resilience are increasing too. Almost everywhere, a growing use of the 
term resilience is apparent. The term has also been transferred to several new 
problem areas without making it clear, what resilience stands for in general or in 
the specifi c fi eld of the problem. 

1 Revised version of an originally in German published article (Bonß, W. 2015. Karriere 
und sozialwissenschaftliche Potentiale des Resilienzbegriffs, pp. 15-31 in: Endreß, M. 
and A. Maurer (ed.), 2015: Resilienz im Sozialen. Wiesbaden: Springer VS.). The arti-
cle is translated into English by Janosch Stolle, Andrea Maurer, and Laura Lehto.

2 See: https://books.google.com/ngrams/graph?content=Resilienz&year_start=1900&-
year_end=2010&corpus=20&smoothing=3&share=&direct_url=t1%3B%2CResilien-
z%3B%2Cc0 (Access: April 18th, 2014).

3 Within the English-speaking literature the term is already in common for a longer period 
of time, but even here the use more than doubled since 1990 (cf. https://books.google.com/
ngrams/graph?content=resilience&year_start=1950&year_end=2014&corpus=15&smooth-
ing=3&share=&direct_url=t1%3B%2Cresilience%3B%2Cc0 (Access: 18. April 2014).

© Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden 2016
A. Maurer (Ed.), New Perspectives on Resilience in Socio-Economic Spheres,
DOI 10.1007/978-3-658-13328-3_2
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A Google search shows that from a quantitative perspective, the growth is in-
terrupted. The search for the term on December 1, 2013 provides about 9.280.000 
results, on April15, 2014 it had increased already to 10.100.000. Although, the 
number of Google results does not tell anything about the quality or relevance, it 
does tell us that social attention to it is increasing. 

In this paper I will discuss how the notion of resilience gains new perspectives 
in the context of new developments in society and the theories. Furthermore, I am 
going to introduce resilience as a new way of dealing with the question of uncer-
tainty. For this, the notion of resilience can help sociologists to overcome classical 
views on uncertainty and provide a better understanding that does not highlight 
avoidance of but the identifi cation of risk potential. So, through the reconstruction 
of the resilience discourse, some new insights will be offered. 

1 Traditional lines of resilience

The Oxford English Dictionary4 defi nes resilience in two ways. On the one hand 
it stands for “the ability of a substance or object to spring back into shape; elas-
ticity”. This is a more scientifi c oriented defi nition that refers to the elasticity of 
raw materials. On the other hand, resilience is defi ned as “the capacity to recover 
quickly from diffi culties; toughness”. Hereafter resilience will be understood in 
the ability of technical and/or social systems to be tough when facing disturbances, 
regardless of their kind. This highly general defi nition, with the commonly known 
keyword of “toughness”, encompasses nearly all possible varieties of the term of 
resilience, which indeed could be formulated highly diverse in detail. If you tem-
porarily omit the scientifi c- or raw material oriented defi nitions, three traditional 
lines of the social-scientifi c defi nition can be separated from each other.

1. The oldest variant represents the psychological research for resilience, which 
was founded by Emmy Werner (cf. Gabriel 2005, p. 209ff.; Mergenthaler 2012, 
p. 60ff.). The developmental psychologist, Emmy Werner, started her long-term 
study with research into the development conditions and possibilities of 698 
children who were born in the 1950s and tracked their development over dec-
ades (cf. Werner; Werner & Smith 1982, 2001). About one-third of the children 
were in a situation of high developmental risk beforehand, because they had 
been born into chronic poverty, exposed to birth-conditional complications 

4 See http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/resilience (Access: April 
18th, 2014).
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and grew up in diffi cult social constellations. However, the developmental risks 
have not fully determined their behavior. Indeed, the majority of the children 
with biological, medical or social risk factors developed less to social standards 
than the children without such risk factors. Contrasting with the second group 
the children of the fi rst were less healthy, less successful, and more delinquent. 
On the other hand – and this is equally remarkable – about one-third of the chil-
dren in situations of high risk did not present any problems, but rather devel-
oped successful, stable personalities. Indeed, it is possible to discuss in detail, 
whether or and why it has been this way, and Emmy Werner did not provide 
an explicit answer to this. However, she did open up a new perspective and 
changed focus from the unsuccessful to the successful children. The latter were 
obviously resilient in terms of resistance against negative initiative conditions. 
This aspect attracted special attention in psychological research during the pe-
riod that followed (cf. Wunsch 2013, p. 24ff.). 

2. Quite another line and from the psychological research mostly independent 
traditional line, is the ecological resilience discourse (cf. Brand et al. 2011; 
Günther 2009, p. 28ff., 117ff.). Furthermore there are meanwhile approximately 
2.000 contributions within the English and German language area.5 Crawford 
Stanley Holling is hailed as the founding father for the ecological discourse of 
resilience. He published his epochal essay in 1973 about “Resilience and sta-
bility of ecological systems” (Holling 1973). From this early work a book about 
“adaptive environmental assessment and management” (Holling 1978) arose 
and also a release about “panarchy” (Gunderson & Holling 2002; see fi gure 3) 
and recently a collection about “Foundations of ecological resilience” (Gunder-
son et al. 2010) were published. In connection to Holling ecological resilience 
is mostly defi ned as the “ability of systems to absorb changes of state variables, 
driving variables and parameters and still persist” (Holling 1973, p. 18). To say 
it in other words: “Resilience is the capacity of a system to absorb and reorgan-
ize while undergoing change in order to retain essentially the same function, 
structure, identity, and feedback” (Walker et al. 2004). From this defi nition an 
important point is already becoming clear: Resilience is a power of resistance 
within the area of confl ict of persistence and change, whereas persistence is in 
the foreground. Regardless of the changes, the functions, structures and iden-
tities of an (eco-)system shall be preserved within such resilient systems. Here 

5 For the English-speaking discourse cf. http://www.resilliance.org and also http://www.
resalliance.org/bibliography/list.php with actual about [05/06/2014) 1.658 entries; the 
additional German-speaking entries are estimated against the background of specific 
inquiery.
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the power of resistance is referred on the one hand to socially constructed fac-
tors and on the other hand to prior ecologic aspects. Nevertheless, the ecologi-
cal discourse of resilience is predominately focused on physical surroundings. 
Thus, even if the ecological problems are caused by humans, the notion is still 
about natural resilience. In this context physical forces or nature itself are re-
garded as important to keep resilient. 

3. Since the turn of the millennium an additional third line has come to the psy-
chological and ecological concepts of resilience, namely the “discourse of vul-
nerability” (cf. Bankoff 2003). Bankoff had already started in the 1970s. This 
new perspective urged in the foreground after growing ecological calamities 
(storms, fl ooding and earthquakes) and especially since the attack on the World 
Trade Center on the 11th of September in 2001. Through 9/11 the discourse 
about security has gained an entirely new frame. As it had previously been 
security and resistance, especially under the perspective of a potential internal 
system failure (systems do not work as planned), which had been discussed, it 
is now another aspect that is put into perspective, namely the vulnerability of 
systems. Vulnerability refers systems that can be hurt or destroyed through ex-
ternal forces. In contrast to vulnerability resilience means that systems does not 
get into trouble due to internal reasons (construction faults, wear e.g.), but rather 
through a specifi c external attack. Hereby the spectrum of attention shifts al-
most inevitably from a technical to social and normative aspects. For though 
technical systems can be vulnerable, vulnerability is not a technical affair, but 
rather “a complex characteristic produced by a combination of factors derived 
especially (but not entirely) from class, gender and ethnicity” (Cannon 1994, 
quoted after Bankhoff 2003, p. 6). 

The various traditional lines of resilience discourse refer to diverse benchmarks 
and conceptions of “ability for resistance,” which come together at one point 
though. It does not matter whether resilience is recognized as psychological, eco-
logical or social, in most cases it is described as an antecedent, an already existing 
ability. This can be supported and enhanced, but in general it cannot be created 
entirely new. In fact the research on resilience has changed a lot. At its beginning 
it was a common assumption, that resilience is somehow “hereditary” (cf. Fröh-
lich-Gidlhoff & Rönnau-Böse 2014, p. 9), but cannot be arbitrarily produced. At 
this point a difference between the concepts of prevention and precaution become 
clear: While (crisis-)prevention focuses on fi ghting threatening system changes, 
through preventive arrangements and the elimination of them if possible, resilience 
is rather reactive or defensive. It can be expressed in another way: The discourse 
about resilience no longer assumes, that catastrophes can be avoided through pre-
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ventive planning but rather that negative developments (regardless of all private 
and governmental promises for safety) can occur at any time. Therefore the ability 
of keeping resilient today is connected with existing potentials of resistance, which 
allow a system returning into a normal state – however this state is defi ned.

2 Between shock and creeping threat – 
Benchmarks of resilience 

The USA National Research Council (2012, p. 18, 33) defi nes resilience as “the 
ability to prepare and plan for, absorb, recover from, and more successfully adapt 
to adverse events”. Thus, it is about the ability to parry adverse events, to prepare 
one’s self for them, to take them into account, to bear them, to recover and to adapt 
oneself for them in an increasingly better way. The USA Research Council in 
2012 especially thought about increasing ecological disasters in the USA such as 
hurricane Betsy (1965), Andrew (1982) or Katrina (2005) or potential earthquakes, 
especially in California. One also has to think about socially produced ecological 
disasters, such as the Exxon Valdez tanker accident, which destroyed unique sanc-
tuary for birds and sea otters on Alaska’s coast. Last but not least, terrorist attacks 
play an increasing role. Terrorism gains more and more attention through “9/11”. 
Terrorism likes radiologic weapons, dirty bombs” and the like cause more and 
more uncertainty (cf. Geiger 2003). 

It has to be clear, that Katrina, a potential earthquake in California or a pos-
sible volcanic eruption could not have been prevented, especially because these 
events are not socially produced. That is why resilience or capability of resistance 
is gaining more and more attention in the public and political perception. If ad-
verse events, for whatever reasons, cannot be defi nitely avoided, then the ability 
to react to such circumstances and create normality, has to be fostered – whatever 
that means in each case. 

However, some results show that events like Katrina, disregarding all rhetorical 
efforts, are unequally distributed and even are hard to support in ex post. Specif-
ic population groups are per defi nition more resilient than others. It just may be 
true, because they live in better residential neighborhoods. Katrina refers to further 
characteristics of the resilience’s debate, which goes beyond the psychological re-
silience discourse. 

It is always about large-scale damages and these should emerge mostly sudden-
ly or abruptly in general. From the perspective of psychological research on resil-
ience both attributes can be confusing, because resilient children who cope with 
poor initial situations, do not have something to do with large-scale damages and 
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they do not suffer from abrupt events in most cases, but rather from impairments 
which creep in. However psychological research for resilience is no longer in the 
spotlight (even if it dominates specifi c Google-inquiries). If one searches for what 
resilience is about, the following statement is more typical: “Resilience thinking 
[…] anticipates change and understands that major shocks are inevitable in a world 
that is facing huge challenges like climate change, resource scarcity, biodiversity 
loss, economic instability, and social unrest.”6 

This wording highlights two things: On the one hand the actual resilience 
thinking refers to a whole range of phenomena which reaches from climate change 
over to resource scarcity up to economic and social uncertainty. These uncertain-
ties are noticed as unexpected events in a world that is organized in an uncertain 
way, where one cannot rely on anything. This perception explicitly disagrees with 
the planning optimism of the 1960s and 1970s. If one thought back then, scientifi c 
progress was meant to eliminate all future problems. In a world that is affected by 
climate change, growing scarcity of resources, economic crises and growing social 
inequality, not only are fantasies of doom becoming more and more popular but 
also the scenarios for stability. At the same time diverse disturbances, regardless 
of which system they occur in , are increasingly noticed as unexpected (because 
they have not been anticipated before) and as a shock (due to their extent and 
abruptness). This empirical funded change of perspective refers to a crisis of the 
former understanding of scientifi c progress. Indeed, this lead to a new perspective 
on scientifi c progress that does not mean uncertainty could be regulated in gener-
al. Furthermore, systems are to be considered as vulnerable, at times disturbing, 
crises or in terms of violations. Against this backdrop, the question for antecedent 
resilience potentials becomes more important as well as factors of resilience which 
are connected to private responsibility. In other words as Charlie Edwards, in his 
book about the resilient nation states (Edwards 2009, p. 1) next generations rely on 
“citizen and communities, not the institutions of state”.

How do we have to understand the aim of this resistance? On the one hand resil-
ience means that a normal condition, as it has existed before the break, is restored. 
On the other hand, resilience activities become just necessary, because there is a 
need for change to exist. The question if and what has to be changed remains: Does 
return to a normal condition mean that former parameters will be reconstruct-
ed again? Or does return to a normal condition mean that the system parameters 
have to be replaced because of irrefutable changes? These questions remain unan-
swered. Furthermore resilience means resistance against unexpected challenges as 
well as survival, because of the need to adapt to a changing environment. 

6 See http:// www.getresilient.com/whatisresilience [03/26/2014].
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Walker et al. (2004) outline in this context “four crucial aspects of resilience,” 
which grow in importance. On the one hand resilience refers to latitude namely to 
the scope and the capacity of a system. Within this perspective, change is in the 
spotlight. A system is only able to work under pressure, when it is able to bear new 
external challenges without losing the ability to recover. Another second aspect of 
resilience is the resistance, namely the resistance in times of change. While resil-
ience does not exclude change, resistance deals with the aspect of being able to op-
pose new requirements and remain unchanged in its core features. As a third aspect, 
Walker et al. highlight the “precariousness,” which stands for the uncertainty and 
the system’s degree of exposure. Within this perspective, it deals with the question 
of where the threshold of the system’s instability is and how the threshold could be 
raised. As a fourth aspect Walker et al. last mentions panarchy – a keyword that 
Gunderson and Holling (2002) dedicated a whole book to. As a counter-concept 
to hierarchy, panarchy means a specifi c viewpoint to the structuring and changing 
of systems: The resilience of systems has to be considered multidimensional and 
indeed, in two ways. First, local systems are embedded into subordinated contexts, 
or as an example “external oppressive politics, invasions, market shifts, or global 
climate change can trigger local surprises and regime shifts” (Walker et al. 2004). 
Second, forces of persistence and change can be found in nearly all systems, which 
could be labeled as “remember” and “revolt”. Resilience means that remember and 
revolt are in balance, whereas Holling et al. (2002) act on the assumption that the 
concept of panarchy is under the frame of developmental viewpoints, some kind of 
adaptive cycles, which is shown in the following fi gure 1. 

Figure 1 Adaptive Cycle

Source: http://www.resalliance.org/index.php/panarchy 
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It is a bit of a stretch to explain the adaptive cycle in detail, but what is interesting 
is that the power of change (revolt) is defi nitely more distinctive than the moments 
of persistence (remember). There is an ambivalence behind it, which is not entire-
ly discussed in the previous discussions. Indeed, resilience stands for a defense 
against changes in principle and the recreation of previous states of normality, but 
it can also mean that a system has to change itself to survive and that new states 
of normality have to be found. It is possible to discuss the statement through cur-
rent examples, such as examples of fl ood damages. Is it just those resilient people 
who raise their dikes and encapsulate their homes more and more? Or are people 
resilient who leave their homes in face of the annual fl ood damages and built new 
homes, because they do not want to renovate every year? This question is hard to 
answer. In general it assumes that resilience does not have to result in the defense 
of what exists, it could rather refer to an irreversible and changed basic condition, 
whereas it is hard to draw the line between resistance and adaption in particular.

3 Disaster-Management, resilience cycle 
and the question about resilience’s core 

It is possible to differentiate between two directions of the research concerning 
resilience in general. While the psychological and the economic research on resil-
ience is primarily focused on the question of how a successful handling of previous 
or creeping handicaps could be ensured, recent social-scientifi c resilience research 
is nowadays deals mostly with threatening and sudden events with catastrophic 
effects that have to be handled in some way. Thus, since the middle of the 20th 
century there have emerged a variety of approaches to the disaster-research in the 
USA (Quarantelli 1978, 1998; Meyer 2010). These have been borrowed by the “so-
ciology of catastrophes” and pursued in Germany (cf. Dombrowsky 1989; Clausen 
1994; Clausen et al. 2003; Voss 2006). Within the disaster-research there have 
already been several models put forth for handling catastrophes for over six years. 
One of the oldest is the disaster-management-cycle which was proposed by John 
Powell and Jeanette Rayner in 1952 (cf. Coetzee 2009, p. 64ff.).

Powell and Rayner distinguished disaster-handling into eight stages which 
move from pre-disaster conditions stage (everything is still stable) up to warning 
stage, threat and impact (event of the disaster) to the point of determining stages 
inventory stage, rescue phase, remedy stage and recovery phase (handling the dis-
aster). Already in this model, someone implied that catastrophes do not happen 
fully unexpected, but rather take place somewhat predictably. Again, the handling 
of catastrophes proceeds in multiple stages, starting with the immediate reaction 
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up to the recovery phase and stabilization. The following illustration is a little bit 
easier to follow and is more logical. It makes it clear that catastrophes are neither 
unique nor ultimately unable to be handled: 

Figure 2 Disaster Management Cycle7

Source: http://www.careermagic.in/2012/02/normal-0-false-false-false-en-us-x-none.html 
[05/20/2014]

Regarding this, in diverse variants shown and meanwhile even certifi ed model (cf. 
peck 2008, p. 8ff.), the current ideas of the resilience cycle have been constructed 
(see fi gure 3).

7 There are several presentations of the Disaster Management Cycle (in the same or 
similar form); but this precise presentation to my mind, one of the most demonstrative. 
Unfortunately its original author is unknown to me. 
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Figure 3 Resilience cycle

Source: Jakubowski 2013, p. 376, after Leismann, Fraunhofer EMI 2012 

From a bifocal perspective two things are conspicuous. First, there is not any kind 
of cutting event anymore. The focus is no longer on the catastrophe, but rather on 
the resilience cycle, which is a steady desire for better crisis management. By this 
crises become a permanent phenomenon. Second, the question of the potentials 
of resistance, as mentioned in the earlier resilience debate, is missed in the pres-
entation of the resilience cycle. In fact, the topic of resilience disappears in some 
aspects. Thus, there is no independent force of resilience in these cycles. Instead, 
the handling of catastrophes is reduced to classical disaster models, in which the 
event catastrophe is faded out.

The change of perspective is only partly convincing, and that is why one has to 
return to the question of what resilience accounts for in its core. Does it is stand for 
an antecedent power of effect, or acquirable ability? Authors like Emmy Werner 
(1977) or Paul Willis (1979) do not agree with this point. While Willis did research 
on the refusal of lower class youngsters against offi cial requirement of normality, 
he explained the amusement of resistance and relocated it to class positions. Wer-
ner argues differently. Indeed, she sees social reasons why a part of the Kauai’s’ 
children have failed. However, the reasons are not explicit in any way and she, with 
the more successful children, acts on the assumption that resilience is some kind 
of natural power which is or is not available to the subjects. 
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This is far too general and not fully satisfactory. The question of resilience re-
sponds to the individual and to the social level. Even if, against all social infl uenc-
es, there is some kind of non-explicable natural power, it is different if one is look-
ing at social resilience, or the resistance of social communities. In contrast to the 
psychological or ecological resilience, social resilience refers to the threat of the 
particular living conditions, and the reaction is generally non-antecedent potential 
set by nature, but rather a social achievement or effect of social characteristics of 
a community. The resistance, for example, against a threat to democratic living 
conditions does not create itself, but rather has to be practiced, and is only possible 
against the background of an appropriate democratic practice. Preconditions of 
“social” resilience would be, in this case, the relationship between law, democracy 
and, what is mentioned as “civil society” (cf. Adloff 2005, Gosewinkel et. al 2004). 
Indeed, the basic conditions of civil society (and the resilience that is referred to 
it) are not clarifi ed in any way. However the fact that social resilience in modern 
societies is connected to civil society is still undisputed. So far, psychological or 
ecological resilience debate, do insuffi ciently discuss the phenomenon of social 
resilience by means of a social system against internal disturbances and, as well, 
against adverse environmental infl uences. These could make themselves noticea-
ble as abrupt and/or creeping events. In addition, at this point, one can differentiate 
between shock and shifted irritation. Against this background, Adger (2000, p. 
347) defi nes social resilience as “ability of groups or communities to cope with 
external stresses and disturbances as a result of social, political or environmental 
change.” More specifi cally it is about the “ability of communities to withstand 
external shocks to their social infrastructure” (Adger 2000, p. 361).

Social resilience means the ability to tolerate stress and to keep the existing 
“social infrastructure” alive (cf. Adger 2000, p. 361). The problem, as Adger says, 
intensifi es especially in developed societies which are more likely to be vulnera-
ble to stress, because of their complexity. Indeed, this stress is not a psychologi-
cal or ecological kind, but rather a social one that should be explained, based on 
Durkheim, through social factors. As a matter of fact, it is possible to argue this, 
especially if the suggested linkage of stress and shock is convincing. Indeed, it 
is hardly disputable that catastrophes, such as the world economic crisis of 1929 
or the (incomparably weaker) fi nancial crisis of 1990 have occurred abruptly and 
cracks have not been expected. These cracks have already been being prepared 
through structural aberrations over a long period of time. That is why it seems to 
be legitimate to prepare more powerfully for these structural aberrations then the 
early resilience debate. 

There is again the question remaining, does resilience means that the old in-
frastructure stays and nothing will change or does resilience refer to learning pro-
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cesses with structural change? The answer often attempts to show that, next to 
the appropriate discussions, remember” and revolt are mostly mentioned. There 
are two other keywords which are mentioned, namely “adopt” and “adapt.” While 
“adopt” stands for retaining the old infrastructure and only marginal changes. 
“Adapt” means the need for and also forced change to the old infrastructure be-
cause of new frame conditions. In fact, this is also where the line between persis-
tence and change remains open, because the question can only be decided under 
empirical viewpoints, not in general. 

4 “Simple” versus “refl exive resilience” – 
Variants of social resilience 

From a sociological point of view these results remain not convincing because they 
do not offer a suffi cient answer to the question of whether resilience as ability of 
resistance exists mainly natural or antecedent. Furthermore, the question needs 
to be discussed whether the notion of resilience should be regarded as socially 
constructed socially and by that becomes changeable and constructible. Beyond 
this it is possible to formulate several other questions about resilience. First of all 
it needs to be discussed whether it is psychological, ecological or social-scientifi c 
research about resilience. Secondly, the question needs to be discussed, how the 
relationships between antecedent and socially produced or constructible resilience 
potentials is just rarely discussed. Besides, it is only operated from a simple un-
derstanding of resilience potentials in relevant analysis. So there is no practical 
differentiation between different kinds of resilience concepts. This is much more 
astonishing as if one could differentiate between “simple” and “refl exive” variants 
of resilience all the time, but none have done it so far. 

In this context I will suggest to highlight simple concepts of resilience that refer 
to an immediate reaction on large-scale damages. What have to be done if, for 
example a large-scale power blackout happens, what should be advised reactive to 
the people concerned (e.g. the accumulation of food provisions and/or the acquisi-
tion of emergency backup generators – whereat latter is often not possible in over-
crowded areas). In contrast to reactive or simple resilience a concept of “refl exive” 
resilience can be seen somehow more active or proactive. “Refl exive resilience” is 
not about post-reactions, but rather about, how the event of a large-scale damage 
could be prevented. Simple resilience means (by all means of preventive thinking) 
the reaction on not preventable accidents; whereas “refl exive” resilience ties refers 
to the thought of preventing uncertainty and risk. Simply resilient in this setting 
could be all efforts to qualify something, which aims at ensuring the recreation of 
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a power supply in cases of black outs, for example.. “Refl exively resilient” would 
be, in contrast, all actions to prevent a power outage in advance or trying to reduce 
energy consumption through specifi c actions for example in better local anchoring. 

This consideration about a selection between simple and “refl exive“ resilience 
may appear unnecessary on fi rst glance, especially since no specifi c line could be 
drawn between them. However, in practice, the difference between simple and “re-
fl exive” resilience (even if it is not mentioned) has already existed for a long period 
of time. This could be studied within the example of the forecasting earthquakes. 
Chances of earthquakes worldwide are as unequally distributed as earthquake 
prevention is. Turkey, California, and Japan are considered as high risk places 
for earthquakes. Indeed, all regions react differently to this kind of threaten. In 
Turkey, there is hardly any systematical earthquake prevention within the area of 
Istanbul. Whereas in California one fi nds more simple resilience. In fact, the build-
ing codes there are much more restrict than in Turkey, but in everyday life peo-
ple there satisfy themselves with so called survival kits. These kits should ensure 
survival for one- or more days in destroyed regions, which are especially fostered 
through the growing “prepper” movement.8 Japan, in contrast, is the most refl exive 
oriented country. Against the backdrop of recurrent earthquake experiences, there 
are several prescriptions for earthquake proofed buildings which have been suc-
cessful, since the damages from the last earthquakes were minor. 

What do these examples imply for the difference between simple and refl exive 
resilience? Firstly, this means social resilience is not an antecedent asset, but rath-
er has to be learned individually or socially. Such learning processes have to be 
supported for reaching a state which could be referred to as “refl exive resilience”. 
Refl exive resilience” means a power of resistance, which does not fear change and 
offers refl exive justifi able innovations. Such fl exible innovations are potentials of 
resistance especially for non-preventable crisis situations. Furthermore they are 
rather increasing. 

To be sure, one can argue whether the increase is quantitatively measureable in 
all cases (such as damages from hurricanes, fl oods or other natural disasters), or 
whether there is increase of awareness and sensibility towards crises and natural 
disasters. In that case, sensibility increases that neither science nor public policy 
no longer promise that catastrophes can be prevented in the long term. With this 
in mind the growing resilience discourse actually refers to a changing attitude 
towards uncertainty. Uncertainty is no longer seen as a decreasing, controllable 

8 Preppers defines people that want to be prepared in an event of a catastrophe – within 
the USA there are more than 3 million estimated Preppers. Offers for survival kits can 
in the meanwhile also be found in Germany’s ebay. 
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problem, as Talcott Parsons affi rmed (1980) (cf. Bonß 1995, p. 11f.). Uncertainty 
and crises seem to be much more of a permanent companion of humanity. From 
this on uncertainty can be somehow a little bit relativized by scientifi c research 
and political means. It is not assumed to eliminate or avoid uncertainty in general. 
In this extent, as the specifi c claims decrease, the need for (pre-governmental) re-
silience grows, whereby the development has to be rated ambivalent. The insights 
from this new perspective are that more scientifi c research, governmental compe-
tency, and possibilities of strengthening private resistance are needed. However 
that makes sense only if simple and “refl exive” resilience is supported. 
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 Resilience in Catastrophes, Disasters 
and Emergencies 

Socio-scientifi c Perspectives

Daniel F. Lorenz and Cordula Dittmer

1 Introduction

Resilience is a widely discussed topic in various fi elds of application. Within the 
context of socio-scientifi c disaster research and psychological research on trau-
matic events, the concept has been used since the late 1970s. Since then, some im-
portant and quite remarkable transformations have occurred which have changed 
the concept, its application, and its scope. With the expansion and transference of 
this concept into very different contexts, its explanatory potential became increas-
ingly more diffuse to the point where it became nearly devoid of actual content in 
some application areas. Resilience has become one of the fast traveling notions, 
which circulates in the meantime as a linguistic passe-partout that can be loaded 
up with ever changing meanings (Knapp 2001).

Perhaps because the concept has become so blurred, its recent main streaming 
was accompanied by a fundamental critique which describes the resilience concept 
as a neoliberal approach which normalises disasters and crises, drops any disaster 
prevention and reduction measures, and likewise leaves the individuals with the 
sole responsibility to take countermeasures to mitigate disaster loss and damage 
(Hall & Lamont 2013; Chandler 2013; Kaufmann 2015). Bonß (2015) views both 
the fact that crisis and/or insecurity are seen as the “normal” development and that 
negative developments ought not to be prevented, as a programmatic renewal of the 
resilience concept. This has been likewise accompanied by an observable turning 
away from prevention strategies and optimism that such occurrences are indeed 
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manageable in the fi rst place (see Endreß & Rampp 2015). The driving point behind 
this movement is centred about the conundrum of how one can be prepared for that 
which is per se unable to be prepared for (Blum et. al. 2016). Behind the neoliberal 
co-option and bias of resilience as a concept for dealing with disasters, there is 
in fact an orginally scientifi c phenomenon which is also quite relevant in practice 
(Hempel & Lorenz 2014). One need only register resilience‘s entanglement with 
vulnerability research to see that the social production of disasters as well as the 
socially infl uenced affectedness in disasters were indeed discussed in the context of 
resilience. If resilience itself does not actually focus so much on preventive meas-
ures and structural causes of disasters, this is due to the fact that such measures are 
usually discussed under the umbrella of vulnerability as a complementary concept 

We would like to add another dimension to the evolution of the concept regard-
ing its transformative capital, a capacity of agency, and integrative empowerment 
by focusing on the fi eld of power relations and asymmetric developments. Our 
main argument is that the potential of the resilience concept in disaster research 
was its original questioning of predominant ways of thinking and acting in sci-
ence, disaster management, and politics. The insight that people in disasters are 
indeed not helpless victims and sole receivers of aid, but rather self-determined, 
acting, and organizing subjects furnished with specifi c ways of coping with inner 
and outer challenges, challenged the logic of existing scientifi c and sundry systems 
of thought in addition to challenging political institutions. 

Based on the classifi cation of current resilience discourses into distinct cate-
gories: e.g. as being respectively oriented in more systematic or more systemic 
fashion (Voss & Dittmer 2016) or, to put it in other words, as being simpler or more 
refl exive (Bonß 2015), we argue that both ways of argumentation tend to do away 
with the genuine critical potential that the resilience concept has had in its histor-
ical origins. Systematic or simple approaches deal with clearly identifi able quan-
titative parameters based on rationalistic assumptions. Though they may be used 
and can in fact be useful in the context of disaster preparedness and awareness, 
in disaster response actions and in political discussions about e.g. global disaster 
risk reduction (DRR), they also necessarily rely on essentialist and simplifying 
readings of the world. In contrast, systemic or refl exive approaches are focusing on 
the prevention of disastrous events; they try to understand, frame and contextual-
ise resilience as an embedded capacity of social systems (Voss & Dittmer 2016). 
Systemic approaches are used particularly in sociology and anthropology, but they 
inherit the aforementioned danger of the resilience term itself becoming unclear, 
diffuse, and blurred through its widespread usage and topical mainstreaming. 

It is very interesting to note that both strategies are functioning as competing 
concepts in political decision-making processes. This can be seen when compar-
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ing, e.g. the evolution of resilience defi nitions in Climate Change Adaption Pro-
cesses in IPCC (2007, 2014) and the global DRR frameworks of Hyogo (2005) and 
Sendai (2015). Resilience was defi ned very systemically and comprehensively in 
the Hyogo Framework as “the capacity of a system, community or society poten-
tially 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 2004, p. 4). In looking at the IPCC 
Fourth Assessment Report (2007) three years later one can witness a transition in 
meaning for the term “capacity”: from its original understanding as a learnable 
and promotable characteristic, into a genuinely static and ingrained ability found 
among the reference units from birth. “Resilience is defi ned as the ability of a 
social or ecological system to absorb disturbances while retaining the same basic 
structure and ways of functioning, the capacity for self-organisation, and the ca-
pacity to adapt naturally to stress and change.” (IPCC 2007, p. 37).

While the Hyogo defi nition directs its focus on the learning and developmen-
tal potentials of social systems regarding future challenges, the IPCC Fourth As-
sessment Report interprets in a decidedly different direction and focuses on the 
sustainability of coveted foundational structures. In the most recent succeeding 
actualisations of both documents, resilience is further extended into the climate 
change framework: “The capacity of social, economic, and environmental systems 
to cope with a hazardous event or trend or disturbance, responding or reorganiz-
ing in ways that maintain their essential function, identity, and structure, while 
also maintaining the capacity for adaptation, learning, and transformation” (IPCC 
2014, p. 5). This change is accompanied by a narrowing of the term in the Sendai 
Framework for DRR using the resilience defi ntopn of UN/ISDR (2009, p.9): “The 
ability of a system, community or society exposed to hazards to resist, absorb, 
accommodate to and recover from the effects of a hazard in a timely and effi cient 
manner, including through the preservation and restoration of its essential basic 
structures and functions”. 

We argue that both strategies, mainstreaming as well as essentialization, con-
ceal the transformative potential of the resilience concept and inadvertently work 
to preserve existing power relations without taking into question the underlying 
structural root causes of vulnerability, resilience and disasters.

Our analysis’s work is led by the meta-theoretical assumption that resilience 
can be understood as a dispositif or apparatus. Specifi cally, the work directs its 
orientation around the defi nition of dispositif/apparatus from Agamben (2009, pp. 
2f.), which itself strongly leans on the work from Foucault: “It is a heterogeneous 
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set that includes virtually anything, linguistic and non-linguistic. Under the same 
heading: discourses, institutions, buildings, laws, police measures, philosophical 
propositions, and so on. The apparatus itself is the net  work that is established be-
tween these elements. […] The apparatus always has a concrete strategic function 
and is always located in a power relation. [...] As such, it appears at the intersection 
of power relations and relations of knowledge.“ This assumption enables us to con-
duct a refl exive analysis: on the one hand, we can explore the effects and concre-
tions which resilience experiences at various institutional and societal levels, and 
on the other hand, the term maintains the critical moment (in the dialectical sense) 
which thematises the strategic and power-related impetus of resilience. 

In the fi rst step, we will trace back resilience’s usage in socio-scientifi c disaster 
research and point to the close connections the resilience concept has with other 
related concepts with special attention paid to the vulnerability concept. In the 
second part, we will analyse the development of the original potential offered by 
resilience with a special focus on its transformative potential, thus focusing on the 
concept of agency as the referential object. 

In the last few sections we will illustrate our arguments and sketch a more 
complex picture of resilience in socio-scientifi c disaster research by distinguishing 
resilience within the different scopes of emergencies, disasters and catastrophes as 
introduced by Enrico L. Quarantelli (2000). As these damaging events have dif-
ferent characteristics in terms of the impact, the response and help being provided, 
the potential of recovery, the disruption of fundamental social functions, and most 
importantly the role of social and cultural interpretative patterns for meaning cre-
ating, we will inquire into the implications for the resilience concept respective to 
the different types of events. 

Most of the predominant socio-scientifi c disaster research literature focuses 
on resilience in disasters, while the more psychologically inclined research into 
resilience in emergencies leaves resilience in catastrophes almost untouched. In 
our view, all three perspectives need to be balanced and correlated in order to 
help defi ne a meaningful application of resilience in disaster research. We then 
conclude the article by summing up the legacy of the resilience concept and point 
to important aspects in the analysis and application of resilience in sociological 
disaster research and management. 
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2 Tracing Back Resilience in Disaster Research

2.1 Resilience in Ecology and Social-Ecological Systems

Notwithstanding the term‘s etymological origin in resilire which stretches as far 
back as Roman antiquity (Alexander 2013), nor to speak of the concept’s devel-
opment in fi eld of psychology in the 1950s (found prominently in Werner 1971) 
which would later fi nd a renewed popularity in the 1980s (Flach 1988) (which we 
will later discuss), one can easily say that the contemporary topic of resilience 
draws fi rst and foremost upon the ecological research of Crawford Stanley Holling. 
By viewing the interactions of populations, Holling (1973) investigated why some 
systems collapse in the face of changing environmental conditions, while others 
persist in spite of constellations having changed. Holling developed his concept 
of resilience in contrast to previous classical formulations based upon a notion of 
stability. His research culminated with the idea that non-linear infl uencing factors 
of ecosystems dynamically interact and produce a multi-stabile system which does 
not have merely one equilibrium state, but instead has a multitude of equilibrium 
states or a so-called steady state equilibrium. “Resilience determines the persis-
tence of relationships within a system and is a measure of the ability of these 
systems to absorb changes of state variables, driving variables, and parameters 
and still persist” (Holling 1973, p. 17). In Holling’s perspective, a resilient system 
can be conceived as being of limited stability and subjected to permanent change 
(Handmer & Dovers 1996). Therefore, resilience here is not to be understood as 
a system characteristic which acts as a baseline for the fl uctuations beyond the 
equilibrium, rather, it serves to preserve the system in the case of disturbances. 

The original empirical and (allegedly) quantitative and descriptive concept was 
transformed into a qualitative and normative concept without suffi cient refl exive 
consideration accompanying it in the process. Even Holling’s paper from 1973 be-
gins with the search for perspectives “for theory and practice” (Holling 1973, p. 2) 
and ends – albeit in a reserved fashion – with the fi rst considerations regarding the 
“application” of the resilience notion in active resource management. Thus how it 
touch upon the related idea to utilise the concept in approaches aiming to control 
and manage. In this aforementioned move, the concept is necessarily and inherent-
ly stretched beyond its original application in ecosystems. This expansion of the 
resilience concept into social-ecological systems, which Holling also contributed 
signifi cantly to, is only possible thanks to the axiom which heuristically describes 
ecosystems in the same manner as social-ecological systems: namely, as adaptive 
cycles, or accordingly, in the paradigm of complex adaptive systems (Westley et al. 
2002; Walker & Cooper 2011). As already implied in the foundational theory of 
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abstract systems which serves as basis for resilience’s description (Lindseth 2011), 
this took a particularly argumentative detour through social-ecological systems 
until it could then fi nally and explicitly be postulated for social systems. 

Current ecologically oriented research directs its attention to the systemic in-
teraction of social and ecological systems with non-linear feedback loops be-
cause, to reference Norgaard (1994), this research fi rstly assumes a coevolution 
and interaction of the systems (Zimmerer 1994; Gunderson et al. 1997; Levin 
et al. 1998; Berkes & Folke 2002; Berkes 2007). This, when combined with the 
complexity of existing and future environmental problems, has led to the sit-
uation in which these problems can no longer by resolved within disciplinary 
confi nes (Berkes et al. 2003; Holling et al. 1998; Young et al. 2006). The in-
teraction of social and ecological systems is dealt with upon the basis of such 
terms as “socio-ecological systems” (SES) (Gallopín 2006) or social-ecological 
systems (Berkes et al. 2003) whereby the main focus should be directed at the 
entire system which itself arises through interactions (Berkes 2007). In general, 
the research initiatives into SES seemingly manage to get by although they lack a 
specifi c social systems theory or a societal theoretical approach grounding them 
(Bürkner 2010; Geenen 2012). Resource utilisation and the maintenance of the 
relationships between social and ecological systems stand at the centre of this re-
search into SES. Subsequently, disasters play at best a subordinate role alongside 
other less considered factors such as socio-economic structures, inequality, power 
relations, poverty, and agency. 

2.2 The Detour through Vulnerability Research

Regardless whether one sees resilience as an entirely new paradigm of disaster 
research as McEntire et al. (2002) view it, or even if one assumes that it occupies 
a complementary relationship to the concept of vulnerability (Mayana 2006; Voss 
2010), one cannot completely comprehend resilience without connecting it to the 
hitherto existing research into vulnerability. 

While vulnerability research represents a break with the preceding dominant 
natural disaster paradigm and its inherent technocratic solutions therewith (Hewitt 
1983; 1997; Bolin & Stanford 1998; Fordham 2004; Hilhorst & Bankoff 2004; 
Phillips & Fordham 2010), resilience is instead ascribed the role of a critical cor-
rective which is supposed to work against the pathologisation of (potential) disas-
ter victims. Furthermore it should – in every social, economic, and political condi-
tionality of disasters – also point out the capability for agency among the affected 
or to the structural limitations of their capabilities.
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Vulnerability research, which is often seen as an attempt to disappropriate nat-
ural disasters of their alleged naturalness (O’Keefe et al. 1976), stretches back into 
the 1970s and has its roots in the research into poverty and hunger, as well as human 
ecology (Sen 1982; Chambers & Conway 1991; Watts 1983; Hewitt 1983; Adger 
2006). “[V]ulnerability expresses the multi-dimensionality of disasters by focusing 
attention on the totality of relationships in a given social situation which constitute 
a condition that […] produces a disaster.” (Oliver-Smith 2004, p. 11) In this sense, 
vulnerability research investigates the social production of inequality and the “state 
of powerlessness in the face of a known or unknown hazard” (O’Riordan 1990, p. 
295) as a condition of the uneven distribution of damages infl icted by disasters. 

The Risk-Hazard Model (Burton et al. 1978; 1993), which is also occasionally 
named the Natural Hazards Approach, was one of the fi rst approaches that de-
scribed vulnerability but nonetheless remained trapped in the previous natural-
ising paradigm; so much so that it is extremely diffi cult to draw a dividing line 
between the two from our present point of view. In this approach vulnerability is 
primarily described as the exposition of a reference unit vis-à-vis rarely occur-
ring, stationary, and identifi ed hazards. These hazards then form the primary focus 
of the investigation. As such, political economy, socio-economic conditions, the 
specifi c social structures, as well as human behaviour are comparatively granted 
marginal attention at best and, in the event that social resilience comes to be men-
tioned, it is done without reference and without a conceptual foundation. Instead, 
forms of coping are denoted in the sense of adaptation or adjustment and, as be-
fore, social structures, power relations, etc. are granted altogether little attention.

In comparison, the Pressure and Release Model from Blaike et al. (1994 and 
Wisner et al. 2003) regards disasters as the result of the interaction between a 
broadly-termed and non-specifi c stressor and the vulnerability of social groups. 
The model identifi es so-called roots causes as the societal base conditions for 
vulnerability, whose economic, demographics, and political processes which are 
spatially and temporally detached from the manifested risk: these root causes are 
then accordingly given great signifi cance in the model. Through dynamic pres-
sures root causes are translated into concrete unsafe conditions which, together 
with a hazard, can result in a disaster. The authors defi ne vulnerability as the de-
valuation of coping: i.e. that vulnerability means “the characteristics of a person 
or group and their situation that infl uence their capacity to anticipate, cope with, 
resist and recover from the impact of a natural hazard” (Wisner et al. 2003, p. 11). 
So although the word “resilience” was already used in the fi rst edition in 1994, it 
nonetheless developed further until 2003 where it seemingly approached the con-
ceptually similar idea of “livelihood and community resilience” which was also 
just being established at that time. The nine years between the fi rst and second edi-
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tion evidence a traceable change in resilience’s attributed signifi cance. This newer 
conceptualisation during this period emphasised the ability to withstand shocks 
and to put adaptation into execution.

The understanding of resilience in socio-scientifi c disaster research was like-
wise pivotally infl uenced by the investigations of Turner et al. (2003) into Coupled 
Human-Environmental Systems (CHES), which in a certain sense combines eco-
logical resilience with vulnerability against the background of global environmen-
tal change. The Framework for Vulnerability Analysis in Sustainability Science 
should, as the name hints at, serve for the analysis of vulnerability. To be specifi c, 
the authors of this framework refer to the Risk-Hazard Model and the Pressure 
and Release Model. Building upon both of these approaches, Turner at al. (2003, p. 
8074) defi ne: “Vulnerability is the degree to which a system, subsystem, or system 
component is likely to experience harm due to exposure to a hazard, either a per-
turbation or stress/stressor”. Important to note in this defi nition is that the origin 
of the hazard affecting the system can be traced to a location either within, or on 
the outside of a system (Gallopín 2006; Kasperson et. al 2005). The authors here 
do not remain entrenched in the idea of the violability of the system (its ability to 
be damaged), rather they complement the framework of resilience by declaring it 
to be the ability of a system to deal with disturbances as they occur. In doing this, 
the authors explicitly hark back to the research into coupled social-ecological sys-
tems: “resilience enters vulnerability analysis from ecology, where it has evolved 
in meaning through extended debate and application. The concept has been used 
to characterise a system’s ability to bounce back to a reference state after a distur-
bance and the capacity of a system to maintain certain structures and functions 
despite disturbance […]. Resilience and related concepts infl uence a variety of 
interdisciplinary research focused on coupled human–environment systems [...], 
especially through the key component of ‘adaptive capacity’, the fl exibility of eco-
systems, and the ability of social systems to learn in response to disturbances” 
(Turner et al. 2003, p. 8075). Although the framework does indeed conceptualise 
resilience as an own independent component, it nonetheless forms one component 
of the system’s vulnerability (Birkmann 2008).

An important point in Adger’s work (2000, p. 361) (who extensively worked 
with the concept of social resilience) is that external stressors can arise “both in 
the form of environmental variability (such as agricultural pests or the impacts 
of climatic extremes), as well as in the form of social, economic and political up-
heaval (associated with the variability of world markets for primary commodities, 
or with rapid changes in property laws or state interventions)”; i.e. that they can 
also be caused by other (superordinate) social systems. Resilience is a distinctly 
relational concept for Adger a concept which stresses both the importance of co-
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ordinated system-environment relationships as well the occasional necessity of a 
radical transformation in the system so as to secure future existence. As Adger’s 
work points out, the word “environment” here doesn’t just mean the ecological en-
vironment. In viewing social reference units, they are to be understood above all as 
the basic conditions of the social framework. In such a relational conceptualisation 
forming the basis, it is irrelevant whether the shock affecting the reference units is 
either of ecological or social origin. Even that social change internal to the system 
can suffi ciently stress the system if the established structures are incompatible 
with the environment: “Perturbations are usually assumed to come from outside 
the system. But this may be an unduly restrictive defi nition. […] [P]rocesses can 
give rise to modifi cations in the functioning or structure of the system triggered 
by changes in the system’s environment […], by internal alterations […], or by the 
interaction among external and internal processes” (Gallopín 2006, p. 295).

3 The Original Potential of Resilience

Even if vulnerability research has led to an overcoming of the previous technocrat-
ic paradigm which naturalised disasters, this new perspective nonetheless came 
with attached problems and biases of its own. Vulnerability research was criticised 
for its pathologising of (potential) victims as it specifi cally emphasised susceptibil-
ity and violability to the point where it can illustrate the affected persons as being 
wholly passive. Hewitt (1997, p. 167) for example writes that, “‘vulnerability’ may 
prove to be an unfortunate term. Unlike much of the work it labels, the word em-
phasises a ‘condition’ and encourages a sense of societies or ‘people’ as passive.” 
Furedi’s critique (2005, p. 77) goes in a similar direction whereby he understands 
vulnerability not as a specifi c concept, but more so as a “cultural metaphor” which 
is accompanied by a “deference to Fate (sic!)”. Furedi sees political consequences 
stemming from this understanding of the concept as “vulnerability dooms people 
to the role of helpless victims of circumstances” (Furedi 2005, p. 77). Furthermore, 
he states that this “call[s] into question people’s capacity to assume a measure of 
control over their affairs” and that it likewise represents a “cultural legitimation for 
the downsizing of the idea of the active citizen” (Furedi 2005, p. 77).

Greg Bankoff views the vulnerability discourse as being bound to a uniquely 
western perspective and places it alongside other western discourses that denigrate 
non-western perspectives like the topicality discourse or the discourse of (under)
development. He states: “The discourse of vulnerability, no less and no more than 
that of topicality or development, belongs to a knowledge system formed from 
within a dominant Western liberal consciousness and so inevitably refl ects the val-
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ues and principles of that culture” (Bankoff 2001, p. 29). Even if the technocratic 
natural hazards discourse as a precursor to the vulnerability paradigm allegedly 
provided for a rise of marginalisation for regions located in the global south, and in 
spite of the fact that the concept is paternalistically and colonially structured at its 
core, both discourses are nonetheless “variants of the same hegemonic discourse 
that identifi es one and the same parts of the globe as the abode of mainly disadvan-
taged people who dwell in poorly governed and environmentally degraded spaces. 
[…] [T]he concept of vulnerability still encourages a sense of societies and people 
as weak, passive and pathetic, and he compares it to other ‘social pathologies like, 
or derived from poverty, underdevelopment and overpopulation’ (Bankoff 2001, p. 
29). The quasi-solutions which were produced and legitimised by such a diagno-
sis allow that those who are (apparently) vulnerable to “become […] the objects 
of planning by the various stakeholders in poverty reduction and development” 
(Delica-Willison & Willison 2004, p. 145). This is compounded by the fact that 
(western) interventions and intrusions often appear to be the only helpful possibili-
ties available from the common outsider’s perspective (Bankoff 2001). Van Loon’s 
(2008) argument follows a similar line of reasoning with special considerations for 
governmentality practices.

This aforementioned criticism of vulnerability research though should not aid 
to hide the fact that some authors in vulnerability research have nonetheless allot-
ted potentially affected persons an active and agency-fi lled role that fulfi ls a sig-
nifi cant refl exive function. This function is given a variety of names in the research 
literature: coping, capacities, adaptation and/or resilience (O’Keefe et al. 1977; He-
witt 1983; Watts 1983; Burton et al. 1993; Blaikie et al. 1994; Adger 1996; Davis 
2004; Oliver-Smith 1996). A prime example can be found in the fi rst and second 
editions of “At Risk” (Blaikie et al. 1994; Wisner et al. 2003), and then it appears 
as if more and more alternative terms and concepts were gradually replaced by 
resilience over the course of time. 

“Vulnerability studies have given as much emphasis to people’s active capabil-
ities or resilience in relation to dangers as to weakness” (Hewitt 1997, pp. 150f.). 
In fact, persons that must live with unsafe living conditions, also have identifi able 
corresponding adaptation strategies (Heijmans 2004). A good juxtaposition of pas-
sive vulnerability and active capacities can be found, for example, in the works of 
Anderson and Woodrow (1989; see Davis 2004). Adger (2006, p. 274) sums up the 
state of research accordingly in the following manner: “While developing coun-
tries are portrayed as ‘most vulnerable’ there is, at the same time, much evidence, 
[…] suggesting that communities and countries themselves have signifi cant capac-
ity to adapt latent in local knowledge and experience of coping with variability. 
The paradox derives from two faces of vulnerability—a state of ‘powerlessness 
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and endangerment’ […] and the recognition of the ability […] to adapt to changing 
circumstances.” Upon a closer inspection of a number of authors one can indeed 
notice that vulnerability reveals itself as being the external hindrance of coping 
and resilience as a result of structural conditions. Anthony Oliver-Smith (1996, p. 
315) similarly identifi es the cause of increasing vulnerability in the “undermining 
of indigenous adaptations, based on long-term experience in local environments, 
through direct government policies or political economic forces creating produc-
tion systems inappropriate to local culture and environmental conditions.” On the 
other hand, Bolin and Standford (1998) view the socially produced lack of adapta-
tion capacity as the cause of vulnerability: a phenomenon which Hewitt (1997, p. 
150) terms as “impaired adaptive capabilities”. In an even more striking manner, 
Wisner (2004, p. 189) defi nes vulnerability specifi cally as “the blockage, erosion 
or devaluation of local knowledge and coping practices”.

The core meaning of resilience arises out of this same vulnerability context and 
the specifi c emphasis on peoples’ agency to act in accordance to their constraints. 
In any case, the common conceptualisations of vulnerability with their inherent 
pathologisation and victimisation of affected persons made it necessary that the 
resilience concept step out of the shadow of the vulnerability term and present 
itself as an independent concept.

Whether one orients oneself according to the rather conservatively conceived 
“bouncing-back” as the central characteristic of resilience, or if one instead ad-
heres to on a comparatively progressive-processual understanding which views 
resilience as a learning and adaption process, one is still nevertheless bound by an 
inherent notion: namely, the notion that there is possibility for action and reactions 
which, when impaired, causes vulnerability in turn. In order to best understand 
the argument concerning the usage of agency in the resilience concept, a glance 
at sociological action theory is well-advised: for example the so-called relational 
sociology (Emirbayer & Mische 1998). In looking at this theory, one can fi nd defi -
nitions of agency that are astoundingly similar to the resilience concept.

“[T]he temporally constructed engagement by actors of different structural envi-
ronments—the temporal relational contexts of action—which, through the interplay 
of habit, imagination, and judgment, both reproduces and transforms those struc-
tures in interactive response to the problems posed by changing historical situations” 
(Emirbayer & Mische 1998, p. 970).

Emirbayer and Mische conceptualise the different components of agency as it-
erative, projective and practical-evaluative. The iterative dimension refers to 
“past patterns of thought and action, as routinely incorporated in practical activity, 
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thereby giving stability and order to social universes” (Emirbayer & Mische 1998, 
p. 973). The second dimension of agency, the projective element, “encompasses 
the imaginative generation by actors of possible future trajectories of action, in 
which received structures of thought and action may be creatively reconfi gured in 
relation to actors’ hopes, fears, and desires for the future” (Emirbayer & Mische 
1998, p. 973). The practical-evaluative element “entails the capacity of actors to 
make practical and normative judgments among alternative possible trajectories 
of action, in response to the emerging demands, dilemmas, and ambiguities of 
presently evolving situations” (Emirbayer & Mische 1998, p. 973).

At the same time, it can be said to be equally valid when one analyses the so-
cio-economic context in which the actors are embedded: a highly variable context 
which provides them with their cultural, linguistic, symbolic, institutional or legal 
surrounding conditions and societal positioning and which should be grasped rela-
tionally (Emirbayer & Goodwin 1996).

Agency refers to a relational perspective; i.e. the interconnectedness of subject 
and society; the notion that individuals in their formations of how they act are 
produced by their discourses and that they then produce these discourses in turn 
(akin to the dialectic of habitus and fi eld from Bourdieu, or the notions of subject 
and discourse as per Foucault and Butler). The challenge then is to presume the 
social enabling and social limiting of individual self-determination and agency, 
and to assume at the same time that the individual self-determination and agency, 
which individuals ascribe to themselves and others, presuppose processes of social 
subjectivity formation in socialisation processes (Scherr 2012). With such an un-
derstanding agency is, on the one hand, a process of active shaping of one’s given 
circumstances. On the other hand, it is at the same time embedded in social struc-
tures which are in turn historically, culturally, and societally framed in a specifi c 
manner. These structures provide ‘radii of agency’ to the actors thus determining 
who is in the position to act all and who is not, or how specifi c ways of acting/agen-
cy are each symbolically charged, interpreted, and societally acknowledged, here 
see for example Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak`s famous essay “Can the Subaltern 
Speak?” (1988) or Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of symbolic capital (1991).

As we have demonstrably shown, theoretical and conceptual ideas about agency 
and resilience greatly overlap one another to the point where one could even ex-
change one term for another and their respective meanings would not shift. When 
one traces this understanding back through the various approaches of social sci-
entifi c disaster research, it often elicits quite interesting research questions and 
desiderata. It furthermore allows for the reconstruction of the resilience concept’s 
signifi cance as a transformation element in the discourse. 
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4 Resilience in Catastrophes, Disasters and Emergencies

According to the fi ndings of socio-scientifi c disaster research (see Quarantelli 
1996, 2000, 2006), disasters can analytically be located at a variety of levels. While 
catastrophes come particularly into play at a (cross-)societal level (examples here 
would be devastating events which encompass entire societies like the 2010 earth-
quake in Haiti), the range of disasters is comparatively less far-reaching. There 
are only few social scientifi c approaches for a (cross-)societal conceptualisation 
of resilience. The disaster category is most often made up of localized so-called 
natural disasters or man-made disasters (violent confl ict, civil war, technological 
and biological accidents, or terrorist attacks). Most of the resilience approaches are 
touching upon the level of disasters. Scale-wise, an emergency has the least range 
whereby only single persons or groups of persons are affected. Therefore psychol-
ogy is rich with ideas, approaches, and empirical studies covering the resilience 
topic above all concerning the mental overcoming of trauma. Although, the fi ne 
details of the actual disaster events play a more subordinate role.

In pointing out this difference, we are not only drawing upon a quantitative 
dimension with a specifi c look at amount of affected persons, but there is quite 
critically a qualitative dimension being drawn upon: namely, that events must 
necessarily result in different reactions because disaster management measures of 
the state are less promising and less helpful in catastrophes and the foundational 
explanatory and interpretive patterns of everyday life no longer fulfi l their orien-
tating function. As such, catastrophes thus provoke questions regarding collective 
meaning and signify a radical breaking point which nullify the rationality and 
organisational form of the affected society, and furthermore destroy the social 
structures and orders therewith (Clausen 2003). The aforementioned classifi cation 
into three levels – a macro-perspective with global concerns or concerns for soci-
eties, a regional meso-perspective, and an individual micro-perspective – acts as 
an overlay with which we can grasp and conceive resilience while maintaining a 
particular view toward the various challenges which are associated with individual 
types of events/occurrences. The assigning and attributing of resilience’s prevail-
ing core points into discrete levels serves analytical purposes and should not be 
understood in a one-dimensional manner. Individual, communal, and (cross-)soci-
etal understandings of resilience are to be understood in a complementary manner 
whereby they are interwoven with one other. In such a manner, the various levels 
presuppose one another but can nonetheless be analytically differentiated. 
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4.1 Resilience in Emergencies

In the 1970s, the Anglo-American fi eld of psychological research experienced a 
far-reaching paradigm shift which then had reverberating effects in Germany in the 
1980s (Zander 2008) the fi eld went from a sickness-oriented pathogenetic concep-
tion of human beings, to a salutogenetic one. This signifi ed a shift in understanding 
whereby defi cits to be found were no longer the driving focus. Rather, strengths, 
competencies, and the resources of individuals or groups took centre stage as the 
conception of human beings became more variable, complex, and thoroughly posi-
tive (Bercht 2013). A pioneering study representative of this paradigm shift was the 
Kauai study (Werner & Smith 2001). The study investigated the “1955 cohort” on 
the Hawaiian island of Kauai which consisted of 698 children who had been born 
on the island and came from different social an ethnic groups. The children were 
comprehensively studied at various intervals starting at the age of 1, then 2, 10, 
18, 32, and eventually 40 years of age. This examination paid a special deference 
to the subjects’ psycho-social development. Of the nearly 700 children, more than 
200 originated from backgrounds characterised by very troubled social relations 
in which they endured extreme poverty, violence, or had existences characterised 
by serious health issues (Werner 2005). Around 70 of these children (nearly 30%) 
continued into adulthood from their childhood or youth without further problems 
or complications and developed into functioning and integrated adults who had 
completed a course of education, had achieved an independent source of income, 
were not dependent upon social welfare, were not criminal or otherwise known 
to the law, had led an intact social live, and who had a signifi cantly lower divorce, 
sickness, and mortality rate in comparison to the other children from the examined 
cohort. Interestingly enough, the “resilient youngster […] who succeeded against 
the odds” (Werner 2005, p. 12) displayed a certain moment of agency. This moment 
of agency is best evidenced by the fact that the aforementioned few children actively 
shaped their own social environment by means of “establish[ing], early on, a close 
bond with at least one competent, emotionally stable person who was sensitive to 
their needs” (Werner 2005, p. 12). The majority of the remaining at-risk children, 
numbering nearly 120 persons, developed serious adaptation problems during their 
childhood and youth. These problems however were partially overcome between 
the ages of 32 and 40, whereby women, more so than men, were able to pull-through 
and succeed. This study was the study responsible for ending the myth that “a child 
who is a member of a so called ‘high-risk’ group is fated to become one of life’s 
losers” (Werner 2005, p. 12).

In the meantime, the resilience term has also undergone far-reaching modifi -
cations in psychology in addition to having entered the realm of popular science 
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discourse. One can observe a watering down of the concept here as well as it is 
being increasingly put to use when dealing with everyday confl icts. Fooken (2015) 
advocates therefore that one should then only speak of resilience if it is about 
contention with (either manifest or latently existing) damages, dangers, threats, 
risks, traumas, or aversive, toxic or pathogenic living circumstances and impact 
factors. Following this prescription, an inquiry into resilience would then cor-
relate to the psychological perspective regarding the question of how and under 
which conditions can such a positive life context be produced in spite of risk and 
damage and against all expectations and probability (Fooken 2015). Resilience 
would accordingly be defi ned by the concurrence of risk and protective factors 
which can, in turn, dynamically vary in a context specifi c and inter/intra-indi-
vidual manner. Important to note here is that such developmental processes may 
occur somewhat quicker than under normal conditions, even though they cannot 
be exepected (when viewed from an outside perspective) (Carver 1998). In such 
psychological approaches, it is interesting to note how there is a concrete defi nition 
of a goal: a goal targeting a specifi c way of life which then should to be integrated 
into the analysis of resilience itself. Such a manner of analysis is rarely found in 
the approaches in vulnerability research. That sought after goal, which might or 
might not be achieved in the end, is most often explicitly defi ned in psychological 
approaches as wellness (Norris 2008), as a suffi ciently good life (Fooken 2015), or 
as general mental health (Zraly et al. 2013). Resilience is seen as a principal factor 
for negative psychological consequences after a traumatic event (Kimhi 2014). The 
sense of coherence (SOC) has also become a relevant factor for measuring resil-
ience. The term is generated from a combination of three components: a sense of 
meaningfulness, comprehensibility, and manageability (Kimhi 2014). These three 
components refer to the extent to which affected individuals in extreme situations 
– but also in their everyday life – feel to be in the position where they can attribute 
meaning to their lives and their actions and/or feel to be in the position where they 
can actively shape their environment. Even comprehensive and often-tested quan-
titative items used in measuring resilience and self-effi cacy must also necessarily 
measure the estimated or existing degree of agency. This degree of agency offers 
the individual the possibility to come out of an apparently hopeless situation, to 
return to a constitutive position, and to follow a goal leading to the betterment of 
their current living situation.

There are many studies in psychological resilience research which contemplate 
the relationship between resilience and health, how sickness is dealt with, and 
highlight the signifi cance of social networks and communal support. In order to 
measure these factors, data is collected on individual personality characteristics or 
at the community level. However, relatively few studies to date have analysed the 
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interactions between the various levels. Often, in the fi eld of disaster prevention 
and coping, psychological resilience tends to instead be themed with regard to the 
aspect of preparedness/awareness (Paton 2003; Paton et al. 2005).

4.2 Resilience in Disasters

The majority of qualitative and quantitative studies which deal with resilience and 
disaster in a social scientifi c manner are engaged with evaluating and strength-
ening of resilience at the community level (for example Abelev 2009; Aldrich & 
Meyer 2015; Cohen et.al. 2013; Meyer 2013; Norris et al. 2008; Murphy 2007; 
Boon et al. 2012; Cutter et al. 2008; Brown & Kulig 1996; Norris & Stevens 2007; 
Paton 2008; Zautra 2008; Berkes & Ross 2013; Aldrich 2012)1, at the city level 
(UN/ISDR 2012; Da Silva & Morera 2014), or at the regional level (Lukesch et al. 
2011; Swanstrom 2008; Christopherson et al. 2010). 

Many of the existing approaches utilise quantitative standardised methods (for 
example Cutter et al. 2008; Cutter et al. 2010; Cutter et.al. 2003), but also quali-
tative approaches in combination with participative processes are able to be iden-
tifi ed among others (Alexander 2011; Fazey et. al. 2010). The indices developed 
from these various approaches defi ne resilience most often in terms of certain 
capacities which are either already present or must be developed in the future in 
order to facilitate resistance and robustness in the face of future disasters. 

These capacities serve fi rst and foremost to descriptively extend agency’s mean-
ing. In this defi nition, agency encompasses both the adaptive processes (adaptation/
transformation) as well as the interpretive processes for events and occurrences 
(coping). The relationship between adaptive capacity and resilience is hotly con-
tested in the academic debate due to the multitude of prevailing differing concepts: 
some authors identify resilience with adaptive capacity (Smit & Wandel 2006) 
while others defi ne the robustness of a system vis-a-vis change as adaptive capacity 
(Gunderson 2000). On the other hand, others view adaptive capacity as an element 
of resilience which can both refl ect learning processes brought about by change 
and be made use of in the future (Carpenter et al. 2001). Given the context present 
here in this work, we promote the understanding of adaptive capacity in the way 
Walker et al. (2004) described it: as the ability to establish new structural relation-
ships which should then be able to ensure the persistence of the system in case of 
radical environmental changes, or in the case of emerging incompatible structures 

1 As an additional analytical level, neighbourhoods have also occasionally shifted into 
the research focus (Wallace & Wallace 2008; Aldrich 2012; Breton 2001).
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within the system itself (Gallopín 2006). These adaptation efforts encompass all the 
short-term reactive interventions implemented in dealing with disasters as well as 
those long-term structural changes which aim to prevent future disasters (Brown & 
Kulig 1996). Folke (2006) refers to both of these versions of adaptive capacity with 
the terms adaptability and transformability: the former in the case of short-term 
reactive measures, and the later as the establishment of entirely new system struc-
tures. Within adaptability one can differentiate between mitigation – active disaster 
coping – and recovery – those reconstruction measures after the disaster. Recently 
there has been an identifi able surge in examinations into reconstruction efforts after 
disasters (recovery) in connection with resilience: such approaches (for example 
Aldrich 2012; Vale & Campanella 2005) often appear to use the city as their ref-
erential object (Bürkner 2010). Adaptations can be implemented in a goal-oriented 
and refl exive manner by taking advantage of the available body of knowledge and 
collected experience (Gunderson 2003; Westley et al. 2002; Gunderson et al. 2002; 
Young et al. 2006). Nonetheless it has been shown that structural adaptations are 
not always carried out in this manner and instead often prove to be exercises of 
trial-and-error (Bohle 2008; Voss 2009; Lindblom 1959). 

Many authors (Adger 2000; Norris et al. 2007; Voss 2009; Folke et al. 2003; 
Berkes 2007; Hagan & Maguire 2007) argue that the level of dependence on spe-
cifi c resources limits adaptive capacity. This is due to the fact that dependence on 
singular resources connote rigid couplings with the environment and in turn that 
the environmental change invariably results in systemic stress. According to Folke 
et al. (2003), resource diversity and variability form the core elements of resil-
ience. Therefore, the fi rst step toward increasing resilience is in fact recognising 
and examining insecurity as well as the exigent nature of certain transformation 
processes (Folke et al. 1998; Folke 2006; Michael 1995; Folke et al. 2003; Berkes 
2007; Michael 1995; Gunderson 2003; Oliver-Smith 1996). As to what the form 
and design of these transformation processes should be, the authors highlight the 
necessity to draw upon various differing sources of knowledge for their design 
(Berkes 1999; Berkes et al. 2003; Olick & Robbins 1998; Folke et al. 2003). The 
synthesis or outright complementarity of different forms of knowledge is viewed 
by authors (Berkes 2007; Berkes et al. 1995, Folke et al. 2003; Voss 2009) as 
a promising strategy in dealing with insecurity and those rare events for which 
there is lack of have adequate scientifi c data. The signifi cance of social capital in 
adaptive capacity has also been discussed at length in Adger (2000b), Hagan & 
Maguire (2007), Breton (2001) and Folke (2006). Aldrich (2012, p. 15) argues for 
example that social capital exhibits a more signifi cant infl uence in resilient recov-
ery processes after disasters than socio-economic factors, the population density, 
the extent of damages, or the aid provided.
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Coping is understood as the cultural and social “dealing” with collective stress. 
Simply put, coping strategies ultimately make larger stresses bearable (Voss 2009). 
Coping capacity therefore provides the system’s handling of failed expectations 
with a continuity of expectations which emerged through the system (Voss 2008; 
Norris et al. 2008). As a result, coping especially comes to bear in the midst of, or 
after a disaster. This begs the question then: is the reference unit furnished with the 
capacity to interpret disastrous events in a sensible manner within their bounded 
horizon of meaning or via the structures which help delineate the signifi cance of 
such things? Dombrowsky (1987) responds and clarifi es this question in the follow-
ing manner: The signifi cance of a disaster can be measured by how much “labour” 
must necessarily be expended in the construction of meaning whilst overcoming 
it. By ascribing meaning to disaster by means of socially, culturally, or religiously 
anchored interpretive patterns, it then becomes possible to produce a connection to 
the interpretive pattern found in everyday life. In contrast to catastrophes, disasters 
allow for a recourse with already existent interpretative or explanatory patterns. In 
order to maintain a suitable conceptualisation of resilience in the fi rst place, one 
must recognise the pronounced signifi cance of cultural boundaries and forms of 
meaning creating/sense-making (Voss 2008; Voss & Funk 2015). Such approaches 
that recognise this are often found among predominately in anthropological studies 
to topics such as how young Inuit make use of cultural narratives for the production 
of resilience strategies (Wexler et al. 2014). Either that, or they point to cultural-
ly specifi c forms of coping such as a study which investigates the Rwandan term 
“Kwahinagana”. “Kwahinagana” describes the creative process “whereby the self 
imagines the possibility of something other than the present mode of suffering, 
even if that possibility is yet undefi ned, and by doing so generates the durability to 
continue living“ (Zraly et. al 2013, pp. 413f.). In another example Macamo (2003) 
demonstrates through the example of the fl ooding in Mozambique in 2000, that 
death and destruction alone do not constitute a disaster if they are instead grasped 
as “accompanying symptoms” of an otherwise positively recognised occurrence. 
Similarly, Voss (2008, p. 53) describes the situation for Indonesia when writing: 
“For example, the victims of a volcanic eruption are seen as holy beings, which the 
volcano has called for a wedding party. The possibility of creating meaning in such 
a way, necessitates a much more complex evaluation of the relationship between 
potential gains on the one hand […] and the possibility of losing material valuables 
(which might be accepted because this loss has a meaning) or even human lives. ” In 
the same vein, certain cultural arrangements with “disasters” can exist so that said 
“disasters” become ordering elements of the social sphere (Bankoff 1999; 2007).

Beyond meaning creation via cosmologies, every culture harbours within it-
self forms of dealing with the loss and collapse of collective order creation which 
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can be entirely different from those found in other cultures. While the collapse 
of collective meaning creation can be viewed as being an integral component of 
disaster (Weick 1993), meaning creation proves to be a signifi cant precondition 
for the overcoming of disastrous occurrences (Norris et al. 2007). The legitimacy 
of political institutions as well as the trust placed in these institutions can have a 
large infl uence on whether an occurrence is viewed as a disaster at all (Rodríguez 
et al. 2006). In addition to this, (social-)psychological research amongst others has 
come to learn of numerous social meaning creation practices such as mourning 
rituals, shared narratives, social cohesion and networks, or even certain forms of 
humour which serve to aid and help individual and collective coping by linking it 
to the past. Mourning and unifi cation rituals along with collective reorganisation 
(emergent groups) both during and after disasters require specifi c circumstances. 
As such, it is not surprising that communities are the paramount focus of research 
as they must necessarily already have a certain degree of cohesion as a social 
foundation before the disaster strikes (Eyre 2006; Aldrich 2012). As shown by Kai 
T. Erikson (1976) in his study concerning the loss of community after the Buffalo 
Creek dam failure and subsequent fl ooding, if collective coping fails, then there 
will be reciprocal effects on the social sphere.

4.3 Resilience in Catastrophes

The conceptualisation of resilience as a systemic category which indicates general 
societal conditions necessarily demands a clarifi cation of a multitude of funda-
mental questions: to start, it needs to be clarifi ed e.g. what is a “normal condition” 
of societal relations? Or, at which juncture can one say that a “tipping point” has 
been reached after which a system can no longer cope with a challenge or is no 
longer capable to change itself? This carries with it the assumption however that a 
system no longer has the capacity to change itself to meet the prevailing challeng-
es, which itself likewise presupposes an inner essence or a previously existing ca-
pability (Bonß 2015). This is challenging to rectify with a relational and genuinely 
constructive perspective (see also Endreß & Rampp 2015). Similarly, the question 
of spatial and temporal boundaries is central for the application of the resilience 
concept. Especially if one grasps resilience in the sense as offered by the agency 
defi nition (see also Christmann et al. 2015). Those catastrophes which touch upon 
entire societies as whole – including their organisational principles and rationality 
in a Clausenian sense (the 2010 Haiti earthquake) – have yet to be investigated by 
social scientifi c approaches which ask the aforementioned questions with regard to 
the resilience aspect. Primarily owing to the inherent complexity associated with 
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it, it is no wonder that such an approach has yet to be undertaken. This is because 
catastrophes, in the sense as proposed by Clausen (1992; 1994; 2003), sustainably 
disintegrate societies in their entirety. This societal disintegration is accompa-
nied by falsifi cation of society’s various interpretative and explanatory patterns, 
to the point where it can scarcely be said that a collective, that could be resilient, 
exists anymore. While one can muster up, draw upon, make use of cultural value 
patterns, action patterns, and rationality patterns for interpretation in a limited 
fashion during a disaster, this is not the case in catastrophes where such ability 
is extremely limited or impossible. This is due to the fact that those social struc-
tures which enable agency and interpretation in the fi rst place no longer exist as 
such in such catastrophes. As an “unconditional surrender of collective defence” 
(Clausen 1992, p. 186), catastrophe represent the opposite of agency. Catastrophes 
reveal societal structures as ineffectual and powerless in the face of the societal 
environment: “neither professionalised elites nor power elites, nor other ruling 
classes, nor clergy are able to cope with disasters, so society breaks up into much 
smaller networks of actors” (Clausen 1992, p. 186). Agency is heavily compro-
mised and restricted as the three foundational dimensions have been sustainably 
destroyed. Those “past patterns of thought and action” of the iterative dimension 
which seemed to have promised stability can no longer act upon and respond to 
the catastrophe at hand. Rather, these bespoken past patterns are an integral cause 
of the catastrophe. The second dimension, the projective element, is by defi nition 
excluded as a generator for possible futures in catastrophes as catastrophes are 
characterised by necessity and sheer survival. This is in direct contrast to con-
cepts of freedom and possibility of choice (Clausen 1994; 2003). Finally, the loss 
of value orientation also means that the practical-evaluative element is no longer 
present: in catastrophes, those social foundations which enable agency are so sus-
tainably destroyed (Clausen 2003)
that resilience would rather consist in (re)enabling agency through community for-
mation and therefore the (re)establishment of a shared normative basis, a future 
orientation, etc. To date there has been very little empirical material regarding 
resilience in catastrophes because, on the one hand, catastrophes are rather rare in 
comparison to disasters and emergencies and, on the other hand, because develop-
ing a suitable research program which could manage to suitably grasp resilience 
upon the basis of such formative processes is inherently quite complex. 
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5 The Legacy of Resilience

We see the critical potential of the resilience concept in its original conceived 
meaning and its modifi cations in the following light. 

The acknowledgment of the populace and its subjects as actors with a certain 
agency (even) in times of disaster is a fundamental critique of the functions of the 
modern state, perhaps even obviating the need for predominant aid and disaster 
management structures offered by the state. It is a challenge to common under-
standings of development and leads to alternative ways of dealing with uncertainty 
in a perhaps more decolonial and appreciative way.

Our main argument is that the potential of the resilience concept in disaster 
research was its questioning of predominant ways of thinking and types of action 
in science, disaster management, and politics. Since the concept of vulnerability 
immanently harbours the tendency to consider those affected by disasters as be-
ing “defi citary”, pathological, and passively suffering, the resilience concept – at 
least when viewed from a historical perspective – came on to the scene to fulfi l a 
corrective role. This role was to point out the agency among those potentially af-
fected in every systemic/structural and socio-economic production of disaster. The 
insight that people in disasters are not merely helpless victims and solely receivers 
of aid, but that they instead are self-determined, acting and organizing subjects 
with specifi c ways of coping with inner and outer challenges, defi ed the logic of 
both existing scientifi c and other, dominant systems of thought, as well as political 
institutions. 

Political institutions publically demand the resilience of citizens time and 
again, but crisis situations as well as disaster management structures have repeat-
edly shown that political institutions simply do not trust in the agency of the pop-
ulace. Geenen (2012) contends that the alleged anomic behaviour (panic, disaster, 
looting, shock/syndrome, and so forth) of the general public during disasters, as it 
is often expected from the side of government agencies and which seemingly goes 
against all empirical fi ndings in disaster research (auf der Heide 2004; Schulze et. 
al 2015) is in fact an attempt to disavow the general population of their agency. 
This disavowance serves the purpose of (re)attaining symbolic capital for the state 
vis-à-vis the symbolic devaluation of the general populace. “With the claim of 
anomie, the police institutions [sensu Rancieré] attempt to legitimise themselves 
and to hide their own failure. However, this failure becomes even more obvious 
and also reveals itself as failure, the more resilience unfolds its impact […] among 
those affected who have become autonomous.” (Hempel & Lorenz 2014, p. 54) 
Disasters radically pose questions concerning interpretive authority, agency, and 
therefore, systems of domination and authority in general. However, it is not the 
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disaster’s acclamation which alone acts as the centrifugal deciding point over sov-
ereignty, rather it is also important to inquire how the factual agency is indeed 
performatively distributed during a disaster. In short: who is a “rescuer” and who 
is a “victim” (Hempel & Markwart 2013)? Using the example of the disastrous 
snows of 1978-9 in northern Germany, Dombrowsky (1981) was able to demonstra-
bly show how government agencies perceive resilience – when understood as the 
greater population not assuming the role of a victim and instead taking on a role of 
active agency above and beyond the state, its capacities, and storyboard – as not be-
ing a form of help or aid. Rather, they perceived it more so as a threat. “Resilience 
[…] can be an accusation against the police institutions [sensu Rancieré] when 
spaces of possibility for survival under conditions of neglect, marginalisation and 
the absence of state protection are created in a self-organizing fashion.” (Hempel 
& Lorenz 2014, pp. 54f.) As exemplarily demonstrated by the self-determined ac-
tivity of civilians in non-registered/unaffi liated volunteer roles during the Elbe 
River fl ooding of 2013, or through various examples in other European countries, 
the debate and topicality surrounding the changing role of the general population 
in disasters is still on-going. Currently, if there is an apparent open-mindedness

or an apparent open recognition among management levels for such new forms 
of volunteer engagement, it seems that this does not imply recognition and trust in 
the general population’s agency and resilience. Rather these seeming advances of-
ten more likely appear to be mere attempts at (re)attaining control and containment 
strategies in the face of a lack of alternatives stemming from the sheer magnitude 
of informal volunteer engagement. And if this outreach and recognition are indeed 
not plain outright attempts at regaining total control, they are instead attempts at 
containment or a redirection.

Against this background, the mainstreaming of resilience can be seen as a strat-
egy to cement power structures, dependencies and attributions that (re)construct 
the populace and its subjects as helpless and powerless in the face of disaster. As 
proven by developments in other fi elds (e.g. gender), the mainstreaming of origi-
nally emancipatory concepts can take away their brisance and critical potential 
(Dittmer 2007). Butler (1997) speaks of the importance to keep emancipatory con-
cepts outside dominant discourses because they are not able to represent things 
which could be a fundamental threat to their existence. The aim to fi ght against 
dominant norms should not be to become part of the mainstream, but rather to 
upset current regimes of defi nition (Thürmer-Rohr 2001). 

To take resilience seriously as a concept would mean to ask the question con-
cerning the sources of resilience that are not just static adverse of defi cient con-
ditions – like this is often the case for conceptualisations of vulnerability – but 
rather as an instruction to change existing inequalities and power structure. To 
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sum up and complete the use and critique of resilience in disaster research and 
management, the following aspects have to be integrated into conceptualizing and 
analysing. Analyses have to be undertaken and a change of hegemonies and power 
relations (Scandlyn et al. 2010; Peacock & Ragsdale 2012), of discursive inequal-
ities, of political processes that mean exclusion for risk-disposed persons (Voss 
2008; Hewitt 1997), as well as analyses and change which target socio-econom-
ic inequalities and unequal access to resources and capitals have to be pursued 
(Obrist et al. 2010; Geenen 2012; Deffner 2007, further developments are to be 
found in the forthcoming Dittmer et al. 2016). All of the above requires that the 
power dimension of language as a basis for social life and social order be brought 
to the forefront, and integrated into the core analysis (Oliver-Smith 2004). In order 
to make this all possible, it must necessarily come to a general empowerment and 
informed understandings of participation (Hewitt 1997), but above all a discus-
sion about goals and what exactly a resilient society, community, or individual 
means. At the same time, the implications of resilience’s role as a hegemonic and 
western knowledge dispositif have to be thoroughly inquired into. Similarly, those 
knowledges and understandings which are all too often devalued for being “local” 
need to be integrated (Hilhorst & Bankoff 2004). To acknowledge the agency and 
autonomy of subjects and populations on an analytical level would involve the 
tolerating of “negative” developments that are potentially not in line with Western 
democratic values: e.g. markets of violence or the so-called IS. On the analytical 
level, resilience would need to at least, be constructed as a consummately val-
ue-free concept for investigating complex processes, whether the observer likes it 
or not (Voss & Dittmer 2016). 

A fi rst expansion of previous efforts which attempts to integrate the above-men-
tioned aspects was made by supplementing both of the known discussed capaci-
ties (adaptive and coping) with a third capacity which would be more sensitive to 
notions of power: this is termed participative capacity. The idea of participative 
capacity attempts to direct attention to the interpretive power and infl uential pros-
pects of the reference units regarding those local, regional, and global processes 
which affect them. “Thus, participative capacity becomes a key category in the cir-
cle of disasters: the lower the participative capacity [is], the lower the resonance for 
critical developments, the lower the prevention activities, the lower the capacity to 
respond and to adapt and so on [are].” (Voss 2008, p. 52). A contraction of partici-
pative capacity limits the various potentials to affect the conditions of life as well 
as the possibilities to deal and work with change. In this perspective, a reduction of 
social resilience would mean nothing other than “the blockage, erosion or devalu-
ation of local knowledge and coping practices” (Wisner 2004, p. 189; Anderson & 
Woodrow 1989) which are caused by unequal participative capacities. From this 
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perspective, the local perspective in the form of local factors of adaptive and cop-
ing capacity proves to be an essential starting point for increasing social resilience 
(Bankoff 2007c; Delica-Willision & Willision 2004; Adger 2010; Heijmans 2004; 
Bohle 2008). Due to an asymmetric distribution of participative capacity, a num-
ber of local structures are poorly appraised, disqualifi ed, and then commodifi ed 
through external planning (Midgley 1983; Hewitt 1997; Bankoff 2003). According 
to Delica-Willision and Willision (2004), these interventions in local structures 
– in addition to the bringing in of external beliefs – often contrarily resulted in 
an increase in vulnerability rather than its reduction. The uneven distribution of 
resources (Adger 2000b), the differing strength and scope of available networks 
(Blaikie et al. 1994; Hurlbert et al. 2006), expert cultures (Clausen 1992), mecha-
nisms of exclusion and inclusion (Cutter et al. 2003), mobility (Adger 2000b), gen-
der identity and status (Oxfam 2005; Krishnaraj 1997), language, as well as prop-
erty law (Berkes & Folke 1998) and education (Brauner & Dombrowsky 1996) 
interfere and culminate in the unequal distribution of interpretive power and the 
participative ability to affect change to the conditions of life. 

All of these aforementioned intervening factors could be combined under the 
domain of Pierre Bourdieu’s expanded concept of “capital” (Bourdieu & Wacquant 
1992). The concepts of social capital (Scheffer et al. 2002; Bankoff 2007b; Murphy 
2007; Aldrich 2012) and cultural capital (Berkes & Folke 1992) are already being 
used in the discussion surrounding social resilience and questions of adaptation. 
Nevertheless, the power dimension, which is inherent in Bourdieu’s idea of sym-
bolic capital and is likewise found in participative capacity itself, has been largely 
neglected in the discussion of social resilience till now. In not considering these 
perspectives, the social conditions of vulnerability and the causal origins of disas-
ter have receded into the background (Cannon et al. 2010).

In spite of all the justifi ed critiques pointing out concerns of open-endedness 
and diffuse meanings (e.g. Aldunce at al. 2015; Alexander 2013; Sudmeier-Rieux 
2015), and in spite of the neoliberal co-opting of resilience, we nonetheless see 
resilience as a bridging concept which can ignite interdisciplinary and transdisci-
plinary processes in disaster research and management. Despite the structural con-
ditionality of disasters, resilience is indeed a sensible approach even today. Even 
when one considers the advances in scientifi c prediction and technical prevention 
capabilities, certain occurrences of disasters still cannot be precisely predicated 
and spatiotemporally affi xed. In spite of the effort expended, catastrophic events 
still occur and manage to surprise in their concrete manifestations. The idea that 
an earthquake will shake Istanbul is a suffi ciently proven certainty according to 
the current status of research. But when and with which magnitude this exactly 
will occur, is not. When one thinks of resilience in terms of agency, the role these 
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fi ndings play for the mainstreaming of resilience, remains to be seen and should to 
be analysed in the future. Furthermore, it ought to be brought under consideration 
whether the resilience concept is in fact more of a proclamation of uncertainty at 
this juncture, or whether it offers a category for processing the residual pieces of 
uncertainty and thus ushering and enabling in participatory role from a previous 
role of passivity. Perhaps it should at least be considered whether resilience is not 
the driving factor, but rather if it is just a possible answer for the perceived and 
more general uncertainty, proneness to crisis, and neoliberalisation of the present 
age?
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 Part II
RESILIENCE IN THE ECONOMIC SPHERE: 
THEORETICAL AND EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE



 Resilient Financial Systems: 
Methodological and Theoretical Challenges 
of Post-Crisis Reform

Renate Mayntz 

1 Introduction: The question

When, in 2007, a real estate bubble burst in the US, banks – not only American 
banks – were threatened by failure, and had to be saved from bankruptcy by po-
litical intervention. Apparently banks had lacked resilience. As the crisis spread, 
investment funds, the stock market, and eventually insurance companies became 
implicated and suffered losses. Having succeeded to prevent the looming “melt-
down” of the global fi nancial system, governments set about to re-constitute its 
stability through regulatory reforms. The case of the fi nancial crisis, and the re-
form efforts it triggered, thus provide a welcome opportunity to study resilience: 
what it means, what it depends on, and whether it can be achieved by institutional 
engineering.   

Resilience is a topic that has not been treated very frequently in social research 
and theory. Contemporary social theory is much concerned with social change 
– change at the level of societies and at the level of organizations, technological 
change, and cultural change. The belief that in history as in evolution change is 
progress may have been shaken; but in a world in constant search of growth and a 
higher standard of living, there is still the tacit assumption that change normally 
means change for the better. In this context, resilience, easily confounded with 
resistance, can have a negative connotation. Efforts have been made to distinguish 
resistance, that can spell the inability to cope with a challenge and adapt to change, 
from resilience (see for instance Douven et al. 2012), a concept that has recently 
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assumed a highly positive connotation, especially in connection with economic 
policy and fi nancial market reform. Though Moschella and Tsingou (2013, 200) 
use the term resilience when actually talking about the resistance of European 
countries with different economic and fi nancial systems to measures of regulatory 
reform that would require substantial change, resilience is generally attributed to 
an economy that is capable to return, after a shock such as the recent fi nancial 
crisis, relatively quickly to pre-crisis growth. In this sense, the OECD has recently 
discussed the features of “resilient economies”, but also more generally of “resil-
ient institutions” and even “resilient societies” (Scheidegger 2014).  

Originally, resilience meant a property of physical material, such as rubber or 
a steel spring. According to Webster’s New World Dictionary (1966, 1238), resil-
ience is “1. …the ability to bounce or spring back into shape, position etc. after be-
ing pressed or stretched; elasticity. 2. the ability to recover strength…”. Resilience 
thus originally refers to the maintenance of physical form, but it has come to be 
seen as a property not only of material, but also of biological and social phenom-
ena. In biology, the related concept of homeostasis is familiarly used; homeostasis 
is the tendency of an organism to keep internal conditions like body temperature 
constant, regardless of changes in environment. In sociology, resilience came to be 
understood as a property of social entities able to maintain the status quo after a 
contingent, external disturbance. 

In a dynamically evolving social world, the survival of a specifi c formal organi-
zation, political regime, or social group depends on their ability to adapt, to change 
some structural and operational elements in order to survive over time. Resilience 
must therefore be given a dynamic meaning, for example the ability to cope with 
disturbances by “adapting” to change in external circumstances. But if something 
must change in order to persist, what is it that must be kept constant so that we can 
speak of persistence? Social scientists have long struggled to distinguish between 
change in a system, and change of a system. A political regime, corporation or lo-
cal community can change without loosing its identity. Rather than venturing into 
the mire of ontological considerations, “identity” can be treated in the nominalist 
tradition as a matter of defi nition. Resilience can be defi ned as the capability of a 
social unit to maintain its identity through changes in its structure and operation. 
Obviously, the identity of a family has a different basis from the identity of a polit-
ical regime; in a functionally differentiated social system, the identity of a social 
part rests in its function, just as the identity of a medical doctor rests in the exercise 
of specifi c professional skills. A resilient social unit in a dynamically evolving so-
cial system characterized by division of labour is capable to continue performing 
its function in spite of disturbances, even if this requires adaptive changes in its 
structure and mode of operation. Will this understanding of resilience help to ex-
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plain what happened in the recent fi nancial crisis, and what the success of fi nancial 
market reforms depends on?

Before engaging in case analysis, we must sharpen our main analytical tool, 
the concept of resilience. Resilience does not refer simply to “reproduction”. Even 
without external disturbances, the maintenance of a given social practice or struc-
ture over time requires constant acts of affi rmation: reproduction implies repeti-
tion, compliant behaviour, the re-enactment of customs. In the case of resilience, 
the disturbance of the status quo, of a given form is assumed by defi nition to come 
from the outside, to be exogenous rather than endogenous. This would distinguish 
resilience from persistence in the face of threats arising internally – threats like 
rebellion against a political regime, strikes in a corporation, mutiny disabling an 
army in war. Tensions (or contradictions, in Marxist terminology) that inhere in 
a given social form can produce endogenous disturbances. Resilience is concep-
tually tied to external disturbances. But whether we conceive of disturbances as 
endogenous or exogenous, in both cases it is assumed that we are dealing with a 
bounded entity that can be analysed as a social system. There are many kinds of 
social systems – organizations like General Electric, the German health system, 
or whole societies like the French Republic. Applied to different kinds of social 
system, the meaning of resilience can vary, but in any case resilience can only be 
attributed to social entities that have the character of a system; it makes no sense to 
ask whether a given demographic structure, or income distribution is resilient. Re-
silience inheres in the structure and mode of operation of bounded social entities. 

2 Resilience and political intervention

Living systems – surviving organisms – presumably possess adaptive resilience 
as a result of evolution, i.e. variation and selection. To what extent this also holds 
for social systems is answered differently by different theories. Parsons’ function-
alist systems theory has often been said to assume an inbuilt tendency towards 
equilibrium in social systems. An inbuilt tendency to safeguard the continuous 
functioning of a system is also assumed in economic theories that take markets to 
be spontaneously self-regulating; Eugene Fama’s “effi cient market theory” (famil-
iarly called EMT) is a case in point (Fama 1970). Critics of equilibrium theories 
point out that in actually existing, “historical” social systems, the achievement of 
fi nal stasis or what amounts to an “end of history” is illusory. In a functionally dif-
ferentiated social system, the sub-systems tend to emancipate themselves, moving 
from service to domination and transforming into an end what for the embracing 
macro-system is only a means. Functionally differentiated social systems would 
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thus be inherently instable.1 In this case to maintain the performance of the tasks 
assigned to different institutions in a society is a permanent challenge. The func-
tion to safeguard, if not improve the performance of sub-systems on which the 
well-being of the system members depends is attributed to the political-adminis-
trative sub-system. Political intervention is called for if self-equilibrating forces 
fail to make a functional subsystem, in particular the economy, perform well. As-
sumptions about the equilibrating or confl ictive nature of social systems underlie 
the choice between laissez-faire and political activism. 

Political intervention into complex functional systems in order to safeguard 
their performance and prevent the creation of negative externalities is a recognized 
task in many policy fi elds. This holds for transport, for energy supply, and for food 
production, and at the time of the Bretton Woods agreements and of the fi nancial 
crises of the 1970ies it also held for the functioning of fi nancial markets. But in 
the 1980ies, impressed by Eugene Fama’s effi cient market theory, the fi nancial in-
dustry urged, and economists argued that fi nancial markets should be deregulated. 
Policy-makers complied. The global fi nancial crisis, triggered by defaults on the 
US subprime mortgage market and expanding globally, surprised both economists 
and policy-makers who had believed that fi nancial markets were self-regulating. 
The transformation of classical commercial banks into transnational fi nancial in-
stitutions, the ascendance of large institutional investors, and the construction and 
use of new fi nancial instruments meant continuous change, but changes in the 
fi nancial system appeared to be adaptive, and in support of the functions it fulfi ls 
for the real economy, private households, and investors. The realization that the 
multi-level fi nancial system did not perform its function as expected came as a 
shock. The fi nancial system, it seemed, had become autonomous, self-serving, and 
out of control (Mayntz 2014), thus proving theories correct that expect functional 
sub-systems, if left to their own devices, to try and escape their servant character 
and to become master. 

The (unexpected) crisis was quickly explained as consequence of defi cits in 
the regulation of fi nancial markets that had evidently been incapable of self-regu-
lation, so that banks now needed to be saved by politicians with tax-payer money. 
The political response to the crisis were reform plans intended to change, through 
regulation, those features of the then existing fi nancial system held to be respon-
sible for the crisis. The aim of the reforms was generally said to be “fi nancial 
stability”. Already before the recent crisis, the goal of fi nancial stability ranked 
high in the mandate given to international institutions concerned with monitoring 

1 If power, the search for dominance and the rejection of subservience is a universal mo-
tive, stratified and segmentally differentiated systems are likewise inherently instable.  
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fi nancial markets; the Financial Stability Forum FSF, founded in 1999, and the 
G20, a forum for the meeting of fi nance ministers and governors of central banks 
also institutionalized in 1999, are examples. Today, the successor to the FSF, the 
Financial Stability Board FSB, is the main coordinator of international reform 
efforts. Since 2002, the International Monetary Fund IMF publishes annually a 
“Global Financial Stability Report”. The meaning of “fi nancial stability” is rarely 
spelled out (see, however, Schinasi 2004). Nor is the reference point of fi nancial 
stability always specifi ed: is it banks, the fi nancial system, or even the “fi nan-
cialized” economy? At a minimum, “fi nancial stability” means that banks do not 
go bankrupt; more ambitiously understood it means the continuous fulfi lment of 
the functions attributed to the fi nancial system in relation to the real economy, to 
private households, and to investors – stability not of form but of function. Thus 
understood, fi nancial stability, the term that was and still is used most commonly, 
comes close to meaning resilience. The post-crisis reforms impose changes on a 
subsystem that had failed to perform its function as expected.

3 Political intervention and knowledge

Effective political intervention presupposes not only a defi ned goal-state of inter-
vention, but also suffi cient knowledge of the object of intervention to be able to 
identify variables that can be manipulated politically, and that are crucial in pro-
ducing the relevant effect. Attempts to gain systematic knowledge of the structure 
and functioning of the economy or of a given social sector have in fact always been 
connected to political efforts to steer socio-economic processes. This was evi-
dent already in early attempts to construct national accounts. From its beginning 
with William Petty in the 17th century, the development of national accounting in 
England has been closely related to political efforts to intervene in the economy. 
Before 1900 individual scholars attempted to construct national accounts; in the 
course of the 20th century the state assumed this task, parallel to the development 
of a concerted economic policy (Zorn 2009). The close link between the promo-
tion of scientifi c research and attempts at political steering is today visible in many 
fi elds, including climate change, energy provision and public health.  

When governments and experts, in shocked response to the fi nancial crisis, 
demanded far-reaching regulatory reforms, it was quickly seen that the knowl-
edge needed for effective intervention was lacking. As long as neo-liberal think-
ing dominated in the major Western polities, the felt need of having detailed data 
about the actions and transactions of fi nancial institutions and about the state of 
different fi nancial markets had been low. Now it became evident that knowledge 
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about important details of the structure and functioning of the fi nancial system had 
been insuffi cient. Supervisory authorities apparently had been unable to recognize 
the dangers inherent in the use of new fi nancial instruments, the shift in the bal-
ance between commercial banking and investment banking, and the consequence 
of increasing international competition for the risk appetite of banks. Knowledge 
was lacking especially about what happens in the so-called shadow banking sec-
tor that accounts for an estimated 20-30% of the global fi nancial system. It was 
generally admitted that the activities in the shadow banking sector contributed to 
the development of the fi nancial crisis – but this was more guess work than cer-
tain knowledge. Even basic information about the incidence, the number and the 
size of different shadow banking institutions such as money market funds, hedge 
funds, and private equity funds, and about activities such as repo-funding and the 
use of commercial paper was lacking. In April 2012 the ECB fl atly stated that “an 
in-depth assessment of the activities of shadow banking and of the interconnection 
with the regulated banking sector” presupposes signifi cant improvement in the 
availability of data (ECB 2012, 4).

When the fi nancial crisis became manifest in 2008, politicians and experts 
alike called for a radical and comprehensive reform of the fi nancial system. But a 
comprehensive reform of the fi nancial system does not simply need “more data”, 
it requires knowledge of a specifi c kind. The fi nancial crisis, that started with 
the default of an initially limited number of American mortgage takers and had 
spread globally, called attention to the systemic nature of risk in modern fi nancial 
systems. Financial market regulation had been largely micro-prudential, with rules 
addressing specifi c categories of market participants, in particular licensed banks. 
Recognizing the systemic nature of risk, new agencies have been established for 
the timely identifi cation of such risk; examples are the European Systemic Risk 
Board, the American Financial Stability Oversight Council, and the British Fi-
nancial Stability Committee. Political scientists speak of a “macro-prudential ide-
ational shift” (Baker 2013) as the possibly most signifi cant change in fi nancial 
market regulation. This shift calls for a special kind of knowledge, not informa-
tion on individual banks but knowledge of the structure and operation of fi nancial 
systems. Systemic risks do not only threaten a system’s persistence, as vividly 
expressed in the talk about an impending melt-down of the international fi nancial 
system; they are not caused by external forces, but inhere in the properties, the 
structure and operations of the system itself. 

The identifi cation of systemic risks faces daunting diffi culties, both practically 
and theoretically. In the empirical social sciences, quantitative and qualitative re-
search methods are familiarly distinguished. In the hot debate about their relative 
advantages and disadvantages, quantitative research is often equated with survey 
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type research. In survey research, variables such as income, strength of an attitude, 
or number of children per woman are used to measure properties of the elements 
in a population; the result are distributions and correlations. Statistical regression 
provides knowledge about the relationship between different factors (independent 
variables) and a relevant effect (i.e. specifi c values of a dependent variable). Sys-
tems, however, are characterized by a multitude of causal relations (not mere cor-
relations!) between heterogeneous parts. In research that is called qualitative, these 
causal relationships are described discursively, but they can be formalized in a 
model relating a set of variables in a non-linear way. The interactions within a sys-
tem generate (emergent) effects at the macro-level of the system, or what Lazars-
feld and Menzel (1993, 177) have called “global properties” of social collectivities, 
in distinction to analytical properties that are based on data about each member.2

Properties of a socio-economic macro-system such as its resilience, productivi-
ty, innovativeness, or stability are “global” properties in the language of Lazarsfeld 
and Menzel; they result from a combination of several distinct and interacting 
factors or processes. To intervene effectively into the operation of a complex so-
cio-economic system in order to achieve its growth, innovativeness, or resilience, 
it is imperative to have detailed knowledge of the institutions that are its parts, 
their action propensities (or dispositions), their relations and interactions, and their 
transactions with actors in its environment. Relevant causal linkages do not only 
include direct interactions, as when bank A receives a credit from bank B, but also 
indirect causal linkages that are diffi cult to recognize ex ante. While direct fi nan-
cial relations of indebtedness can be established quantitatively with relative ease, 
this is much more diffi cult in the case of indirect causal links; in the form of unsus-
pected domino effects, such links have played a major role in the global expansion 
of the American subprime mortgage crisis. Having invested in the same kind of 
fi nancial product, the risks of banks became closely correlated, so that the fi re sale 
of this kind of asset by bank A devalued the assets held by bank B, compelling it 
to sell the now undervalued asset in turn in order to maintain its regulatory capital, 
and so on for banks C, D, etc. To gain empirical knowledge in the form of a causal 
model of a complex social system is more demanding than getting knowledge of 
distributional properties of large populations. 

2 “Global” properties can be called “emergent”, as Lazarsfeld and Menzel indicate 
(ibid.); they are generated by the behavior of the system elements, but they are of a 
different category, they are “more than the sum” of some property of the elements, or 
“members” of a system. Emergent properties cannot be reduced statistically to meas-
ured properties of system elements, members of a “collective” (see Mayntz 2011).
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4 The resilience of banks

In the debate surrounding recent fi nancial reform efforts, the complexity of the 
fi nancial system has often been noted as an obstacle to speedy and effective inter-
vention. The globally extended, multi-level fi nancial system is highly differentiat-
ed internally. Banks operating on the basis of a licence, and accordingly regulated, 
were the relatively best understood part of this system. Banks are formally con-
stituted organizations, and even if modern fi nancial holdings may appear complex 
and their boundary ambiguous,3 it seems possible to understand their functioning 
suffi ciently to know what their resilience depends on. In fact, while “fi nancial sta-
bility” was most often presented as the goal of fi nancial market reform, the Eu-
ropean Union in its plans for a European Banking Union explicitly aims to make 
banks resilient. The European Banking Union introduces among other things a 
centralized supervision of European banks, and rules for timely resolution to avoid 
future taxpayer bail-outs of failing banks (Quaglia 2014, 170-177). Preceded by 
the critical assessment of their balance sheets by the European Central Bank 128 
European banks were subjected to a stress test, in order “to assess the resilience of 
fi nancial institutions to adverse market developments” (EBA 2014, 7). Banks that 
fail the stress test will have to be restructured, recapitalized, or in the worst case 
dissolved. The stress test has been initiated by the newly established European 
Banking Authority EBA, in co operation with the (likewise new) European Risk 
Board ESRB. The stress test… is designed to provide competent authorities with 
a consistent and comparable methodology to allow them to undertake a rigorous 
assessment of banks’ resilience under stress…” (ibid.). By the end of October 2014 
the test was concluded, and the results published; 25 of the participating banks 
did not meet the criteria that had been established for passing the test (European 
Central Bank 2014, 10).  

The stress test has been conducted on a bank-by-bank basis; the banks sub-
jected to the stress test were to collect data about themselves and their operation, 
following the methodology described in over 60 pages of detailed data gathering 
instructions (see EBA 2014). A closer look at the document is a sobering experi-
ence, giving scholars who tend to speak in rather general terms about banks a feel 
for the hundreds of structural, operational and transactional details that make up 
a concrete instance. It is instructive to look in detail at this document because it 
contains an implicit defi nition of what constitutes resilience. You can also derive 

3 For instance so-called special purpose vehicles have often not been included in a 
bank’s balance sheet; see Thiemann 2013.
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from it a model of the conditions on which the resilience of banks depends that are 
embedded in, and in interaction with, a wider economic and political environment. 

Solvency is the core property to be maintained, the main reference point of re-
silience and the major dependent variable in the causal model. Solvency stands for 
the ability of a bank to meet its obligations, it is a basic condition of performance. 
A solvent bank is able to fulfi l its tasks: to guard deposits, process payments, pay 
interest on debt incurred, and provide credit for fi rms and private borrowers. A 
solvency crisis brought Lehman Bros. down. Solvency is assumed to depend on the 
amount of bank capital (private equity). The stress test provides “statistical bench-
marks for the key risk parameters”, and shows how a given external shock will 
impact upon them. Risk parameters are those features of a bank that determine its 
solvency, such as the interest income of a bank, and the quality of its loans. “The 
EU-wide stress test is primarily focused on the assessment of the impact of risk 
drivers on the solvency of banks” (EBA 2014, 11). The shocks, or external distur-
bances to be assumed, refer to two types of risk, credit risk and market risk. Credit 
risk means the risk of default – of sovereign, institutional and private borrowers; 
market risk refers to risks stemming from changes of market prices of different 
kinds of assets, including counterparty credit risk. The impact of specifi ed exter-
nal “shocks”, i.e. specifi c changes in default rates and in market prices of assets, 
is assessed in terms of Common Equity Tier 1 capital – as defi ned by the rules of 
the Basel Committee on Banking Supervision BCBS (see BCBS 2010). Roughly 
speaking, Common Equity Tier 1 capital consists of assets of the highest quality, 
equal to the lowest risk of diminishing in market value; it is the most “liquid” 
part of a bank’s own portfolio, liquid meaning capital that is judged to be freely 
available for payment. Liquid capital includes cash reserves and securities up to 
their risk-assessed value. In the baseline scenario, that is as of December 31, 2013, 
Common Equity Tier 1 capital has to be at least 8% of a banks’ balance; in the 
“adverse scenario”, that is when market risk and credit risk have reached certain 
previously established values, the core capital has still to be 5.5%. 

The European Union stress test is based on a well specifi ed model of resilience; 
it states what counts as resilience (continued performance in spite of environmen-
tal challenges), what it depends on (solvency), what solvency depends on (the “risk 
parameters”), and what impacts negatively on these (credit risk and market risk). 
To assess the impact of given external events on bank capital presupposes highly 
sophisticated mathematical models, models that cannot but operate with assump-
tions. The calculation of risk – default risks and market risks – is known to be 
troubled by uncertainty. The most important assumption underlying the stress test 
may be that a bank remains solvent under adverse external conditions if its core 
(or regulatory) capital is 5.5% of its balance sheet. This assumption has been se-
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riously doubted (e.g. Hellwig 2010). It has also been argued that higher private 
equity (bank capital) will not insulate banks against the effect of bubbles; bubbles 
cannot be prevented by regulation, they call for interest rate interventions (BIS 
2014). Even in a seemingly clear-cut case as the resilience of banks, it is obviously 
challenging to get a grip on the phenomenon.

5 Resilience as “fi nancial soundness”

The stress test of the European Union aims only at licensed and regulated banks, 
that is on a specifi c category of formal organizations. This limitation makes the 
construction of a model of resilience feasible. Banks are subject to supervision, 
and obliged to collect and disclose information. If critical risk parameters are 
known and information is suffi cient, this information can guide intervention by 
supervisory authorities. But the resilience of the fi nancial system does not rest 
only on the existence of individually resilient banks. Is it possible to speak also of 
the resilience of a fi nancial system that includes much more than regulated banks?

When the systemic nature of the fi nancial crisis was recognized and it became 
evident that information about the state of the fi nancial system at large was insuffi -
cient, international institutions attempted to improve data collection about relevant 
aspects of the fi nancial system. In 2009, FSB and IMF started what became the 
Data Gaps Initiative (FSB/IMF 2009). Improved data collection meant both in-
creased coverage of relevant features of the international fi nancial system, and the 
standardization of data to be collected by the responsible national authorities. The 
fi nancial crisis, it was stated, “…exposed a signifi cant lack of information as well 
as data gaps on key fi nancial sector vulnerabilities relevant for fi nancial stability 
analysis … enhancing data for fi nancial stability will contribute to developing a 
more robust macro-prudential policy…” (ibid., 9-10). 

The Data Gaps Initiative consists of 20 specifi c recommendations that were 
endorsed by the G-20. The recommendations deal with three substantive areas: 
the build-up of risk in the fi nancial sector, cross-border fi nancial linkages, and the 
vulnerability of domestic economies to shocks (FSB/IMF 2013, 7). The recom-
mendations explicitly concerned with the build-up of risk demand collection of 
data on concentration in the fi nancial sector, the size of the maturity mismatch (i.e. 
the practice of fi nancing long term credits by short term borrowing), the amount 
of leverage (debt fi nancing), and the extent of shifting risks by the use of credit 
default swaps. These factors have widely been recognized as causes contributing 
to bank failure. The recommendations concerning cross-border linkages between 
different fi nancial institutions seek information specifi cally on global systemically 



73Resilient Financial Systems …

important banks (G-SIBs), and on cross-border streams of derivatives and foreign 
currencies. The systemic importance of G-SIBs had forced governments to “bail 
them out” with taxpayer money when they threatened to fail. In the build-up to the 
crisis, the trade in derivatives, especially the trade in the new type of structured se-
curities constructed out of hundreds of sub-prime mortgages had increased steep-
ly; developed by banks, these securities were not held by them, but sold to inves-
tors, including other banks, making them extremely vulnerable to sudden changes 
in the value of these securities. In the course of the crisis, currency speculation 
against the Euro had caused serious problems. The recommendations concerned 
with the vulnerability of domestic economies call for data on public sector debt 
and on real estate prices. Developments in the national economy such as a real 
estate bubble and soaring government debts can be shocks to the fi nancial system; 
the model underlying the European stress test thus includes important sources of 
external disturbance. 

The Data Gaps Initiative does not spell out assumptions about causal relation-
ships between the factors on which data are being sought; it is an exercise in data 
collection, not a theoretical enterprise. Financial stability, the underlying goal of 
data collection, is not offi cially defi ned, but clearly understood in a functional 
sense. In an IMF Working paper of 2004 it is stated that “… fi nancial stability 
can be thought of in terms of the fi nance system’s ability: (a) to facilitate both 
an effi cient allocation of economic resources – both spatially and especially in-
tertemporal – and the effectiveness of other economic processes (such as wealth 
accumulation, economic growth, and ultimately social prosperity); (b) to assess, 
price, allocate, and manage fi nancial risk; and (c) to maintain its ability to perform 
these key functions – even when affected by external shocks or by a build-up of 
imbalances – primarily through self-correcting mechanisms.” (Shinas 2004, 8) 
Resilience, then, is included in the notion of fi nancial stability. In reality, how-
ever, investors, speculators, private households, business fi rms and government 
have different interests, and make different and partly incompatible demands on 
the fi nancial system. The post-crisis literature is full of contradictory assessments 
of specifi c structural features of the fi nance industry, such as the combination of 
commercial and investment banking in one institution, and of fi nancial practices 
such as securitization, and repo-fi nancing. There can be confl icts between the sys-
temic function ascribed to the fi nancial system, and the demands made on it by 
different actors. 

The Data Gaps Initiative of 2009 builds on earlier efforts to construct “Finan-
cial Soundness Indicators” (FSI). In response to the fi nancial market crises of the 
late 1990ies, the IMF started more than ten years ago to develop indicators of 
“fi nancial soundness”. In June of 2001, the IMF Executive Board endorsed the 
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fi rst list of FSI; they are considered to be tools “to assess the strengths and vulner-
abilities of the fi nancial system” (http://fsi.imf.org/). Over the years, the IMF, in 
steady contact with an increasing number of countries, developed the FSI further, 
adapting them to domestic statistical reporting systems. The “soundness indica-
tors” themselves are statistical measures; FSI can be calculated for a domestic, a 
regional, and even the global fi nancial system. But FSI are more than an exercise 
in data collection: They claim by their very name to be indicators of a system prop-
erty, or a “global” property in the language of Lazarsfeld and Menzel. Financial 
soundness can be taken to include resilience: resilience is, after all, a precondition 
of health. We look, however, in vain for a defi nition of fi nancial soundness in the 
offi cial documents describing the 20 FSI in detail. Authors discussing FSI also 
seem at a loss; San Jose and Georgiu (2009, 277) for instance simply state that FSI 
are “aggregate measures of the current fi nancial health and soundness of the fi nan-
cial institutions in a country and of their corporate and household counterparties”. 

After the fi nancial crisis of 2008, the FSI became incorporated into the Data 
Gaps Initiative. There is, therefore, some overlap between the data needed for the 
construction of FSI, and the data demanded by the Data Gaps Initiative. Of the 
40 FSI, 25 refer to deposit taking institutions – banks and fi nancial institutions 
performing similar functions. Unsurprisingly, we fi nd indicators in this group that 
are also used in European stress testing. Thus, Tier 1 (risk-assessed) capital and 
“nonperforming loans” fi gure prominently among the core indicators of fi nancial 
soundness of deposit taking institutions; other core indicators refer to liquidity, and 
bank income. It is also recognized that banks do not only take deposits and give 
loans, but engage also in trading, both for clients and for themselves; thus one of 
the indicators asks for the share of “deposit takers” income from fi nancial market 
activities, including currency trading of their total income. The remaining 15 FSI 
refer to clients of fi nancial institutions – other fi nancial as well as non-fi nancial cor-
porations, and private households – and to markets with which they interact closely, 
such as the market for securities, and the real estate market. The data requirements 
are ambitious, and often expressed as ratios; for private households, for instance, not 
only income and indebtedness are to be measured, but also their indebtedness in 
relation to GNP, and the relation of household income to debt servicing. 

The assessment of “fi nancial soundness”, at the domestic and even more at a 
global level, is both a practical and a theoretical challenge.4 It is obviously quite de-
manding to collect all the data needed for the construction of FSI – and to do so in 

4 There are other measuring enterprises that are even more ambitious than the attempt 
to construct Financial Soundness Indicators. For years, the Bertelsmann Stiftung has 
been developing and publishing “Sustainable Governance Indicators” that claim to 
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an internationally standardized manner. The public authorities charged with data 
collection face serious limits, not least with respect to the shadow banking sector. 
Since 2011, the FSB tries to collect in the framework of a “mapping exercise” from 
the member countries of the G20 data that provide needed information about the 
activities in the shadow banking sector. Other international organizations likewise 
try to obtain better knowledge; thus IOSCO is collecting data from hedge funds 
managers and advisors about the markets in which they operate, including their 
trading activities, leverage, funding, and counterparty information (IOSCO 2013) 
– data that obviously do not exist. But the crucial challenge is not the collection of 
data, it is theoretical: FSI provide information on components of fi nancial systems 
easily recognizable as relevant to its soundness, however defi ned, but without a 
causal model of their interrelation it is impossible to say anything about the values 
these variables should have in a sound fi nancial system. 

6 Analysis

Though the FSI have not been derived from an explicit theory, it is possible to rec-
ognize the outlines of an analytical model underlying their construction. A model 
of resilience, defi ned as capability of a social unit to remain viable (maintain its 
identity) in the face of external disturbances, should answer three questions: What 
is the social unit that is or is not resilient (object)? What is the property to be 
maintained in the face of external disturbances (object property – dependent var-
iable)? What does resilience depend on (factors, independent variables)? Financial 
Soundness Indicators, and even the Data Gaps Initiative, imply tentative responses 
to these questions.

The object in question is the “fi nancial sector” or “fi nancial system”, not “fi nan-
cial markets”, “the economy”, or even “society”. The core of the fi nancial system 
consists of fi nancial institutions. The FSI explicitly address “deposit taking insti-
tutions”, which nominally excludes most of the shadow banking sector, invest-
ment funds, and even investment banks as they do not take deposits. The fi nancial 
system underlying FSI is thus rather narrowly bounded. To a certain extent, the 
boundary that constitutes a system, distinguishing it from what counts as its envi-
ronment, is a matter of defi nition. If functional interdependencies would be a cri-
terion of inclusion, the shadow banking sector, investment funds, exchanges, and 
even rating agencies could be considered as parts of a fi nancial system. Markets, 

display the sustainability of all 41 states of the OECD and the EU. See Bertelsmann 
2014. 
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in contrast, straddle the system/environment boundary and would not be wholly 
included in a fi nancial system defi ned by institutions. 

Social systems defi ned by their function are not only characterized by the na-
ture of their parts, but equally by their pattern of interaction with specifi c sectors 
in their environment; these interactions are a crucial part of what constitutes sta-
bility or soundness. The Data Gaps Initiative quite appropriately seeks information 
also about the domestic economy in which a fi nancial industry is embedded; FSI 
similarly refer not only to deposit taking institutions, but also to client sectors 
(depositors and debtors), and to the markets where disturbances to the fi nancial 
system originate, i.e. real estate and securities. Corresponding to the focus of FSI 
on deposit taking institutions, the relevant environment is here likewise conceived 
selectively; signifi cantly, supervisors and political regulators are not considered, 
and the indicators that refer to nonfi nancial corporations as clients are tailored to 
fi rms in the real economy and could be applied to municipalities or governments 
only with diffi culty. The boundary defi ning a system, and those parts of the envi-
ronment considered to be relevant, are related. 

Turning to the meaning of resilience, the property to be maintained if a fi -
nancial system is resilient is most clearly defi ned in the European stress test. The 
solvency of a bank that enables it to fulfi ll its fi nancial obligations and give credit 
is a straightforward, measurable criterion. But the resilience of a fi nancial system, 
even if as narrowly circumscribed as by the FSI, does not depend on the solvency 
of single banks; according to economic theory, the bankruptcy of a bank may even 
be a healthy reaction of the larger system. But it is diffi cult to formulate a single 
measurable criterion of resilience for a comprehensively conceived fi nancial sys-
tem – the fi nancial system as it has in fact been addressed by recent regulatory 
reforms. It is, then, for a very good reason that the term resilience is used only in 
relation to individual banks, while the more diffuse terms stability and soundness 
are used in the Data Gaps Initiative and by Financial Soundness Indicators. 

The clearer the criterion of resilience is defi ned, the easier it becomes to iden-
tify the factors on which it depends. The resilience of formal organizations like 
banks, defi ned by their solvency (or survival), can be linked to specifi c properties, 
such as a certain quota of Tier 1 capital (private equity). But if the fulfi llment 
of a set of specifi c functions within a larger system is taken as reference point, 
resilience can hardly be linked to a single measurable criterion. If resilience is 
to be attributed to something as differentiated and loosely bounded as the global 
fi nancial system, it becomes diffi cult to formulate what exactly is supposed to be 
maintained in the face of disturbances. As we move from banks to the global fi -
nancial system, it becomes increasingly diffi cult to conceive of resilience in a way 
suitable for empirical research. 
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The meaning of resilience is a matter of defi nition. When it comes to explain-
ing resilience (or the lack of it), the crucial challenge is knowledge about causal 
relations. Which of the interacting variables, or combination(s) of indicator values, 
permit to assess a given fi nancial system as “sound”? To answer this question re-
quires knowledge of the relationships between the variables measured by different 
FSI, and of their joint impact on soundness, how ever defi ned. The aggregation of 
the value of many different indicators to the verdict “fi nancial system X is sound” 
(or stable, or resilient) is only possible on the basis of an elaborate theory, a causal 
model that specifi es the relationships between all relevant variables. Such a theory 
does not exist at the moment. FSI and the Data Gaps Initiative do identify relevant 
factors: Concentration in the fi nancial sector, the fi nancing of bank activities by 
debt, and the shifting of risk by bundling credits and insuring and selling them, 
were involved in the build-up of risk in the fi nancial system, making it vulnera-
ble even to a relatively small shock such as the bursting of the sub-prime bubble. 
But FSI and the Data Gaps Initiative say nothing about the causal relationships 
between the factors they identify, or what values different variables should have 
if stability or fi nancial soundness is to obtain, let alone what the “self-corrective 
mechanisms” mentioned by Schinasi (2004, 8) would be.

If a fi nancial system lacks resilience, it is vulnerable; vulnerability is the op-
posite of resilience. If a system – a bank, business fi rm, political regime, or social 
sub-system – is vulnerable, it is at risk of succumbing to an external disturbance. 
“Systemic risk” means the risk of failure that inheres in the make-up of a system, 
its structure and mode of operation. Systemic risk is endogenous. As resilience is 
built into a system, so is its counterpart, vulnerability or the risk of failure. The 
fi nancial crisis of 2008 was triggered by a relatively minor external disturbance 
– increasing defaults in the US housing market – impacting on a fi nancial system 
that had become vulnerable. The fi nancial crisis thus had endogenous and exoge-
nous causes: System failure follows from the interaction of internal and external 
causes.

The fi nancial system of the early Twenty-fi rst Century had become vulnerable 
due to internal changes over the preceding decades – changes such as the rise of 
globally important fi nancial institutions, a growing shadow banking sector, and 
a rising level of debt fi nancing. The boundaries between the different sectors of 
the fi nancial system eroded with the growth of large fi nancial holdings engaging 
in banking, trading, and insurance activities. Interdependencies between banks 
had grown together with a fl ourishing interbank market. The tendency of fi nancial 
institutions to invest in the same kind of structured securities led fi rst to herding 
and subsequently to domino effects. The combination of, and interdependencies 
between these processes made the fi nancial system vulnerable to even a minor 
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disturbance. To minimize systemic risk should be the overriding goal of a fi nancial 
reform that cannot eliminate environmental threats to a fi nancial system. 

It may appear ironic that the structural and operational changes that made the 
fi nancial system vulnerable were the result of adaptive responses to changes in 
its environment. As I have argued elsewhere (Mayntz 2014), those changes in the 
international fi nancial system that made it vulnerable to a limited domestic distur-
bance like the American subprime crisis resulted from responses of fi nancial in-
stitutions and fi nancial entrepreneurs to opportunities arising in the environment, 
and to specifi c demands of potential investors. De-regulation paved the way for 
the rise of new categories of fi nancial institutions like money market funds, hedge 
funds, and private equity funds. Increasing competition in the fi nancial industry 
heightened the risk appetite of bankers. De-regulation and advances in informa-
tion technology made possible the development of complex derivatives that later 
turned out to be “toxic”. Their growing use, and the related expansion of invest-
ment banking, responded to the so-called savings glut, and the demand of newly 
important corporate investors for profi table investment possibilities. The innova-
tions and changes that took place since the 1980ies were largely evaluated as posi-
tive, manifesting the resilience of the fi nancial industry in a dynamic environment. 
In fact they made the fi nancial system vulnerable: Systemic risk ironically was the 
result of adaptive resilience. As is true of pathological learning, adaptive responses 
to environmental change that appear to represent resilience can be dysfunctional.

Since a well-functioning and resilient fi nancial system is the aim of the reforms 
that started in 2008 we may ask what the preceding analysis means for the chance 
of successful political intervention. In principle, it is possible to shape something 
deliberately to be resilient. Resilience is built into many technical systems. The 
CEOs of a corporation can adopt strategies to make sure that the organization 
remains viable. In the case of a bank they can manipulate lending behavior and 
interest rates, and avoid maturity mismatch. An effectively problem-solving po-
litical intervention in society presupposes the will and the capacity to intervene, 
and the knowledge needed to decide how and where. Early calls for a radical and 
comprehensive reform were soon met by resistance from the fi nancial industry, 
and the fear of governments to harm economic growth. Political competence for 
intervening in a market economy is limited. Lack of information about the prevail-
ing situation, and lack of causal understanding, militated further against forceful 
intervention. Political intervention should be able to anticipate the interdependen-
cies that may thwart the desired result of a given regulatory intervention, or even 
produce a counter-intuitive effect. But a comprehensive theory, a dynamic model 
of the fi nancial system as a system did not exist. Available knowledge and up-to 
date information were fragmented, refl ecting the internal differentiation of the fi -



79Resilient Financial Systems …

nancial system. The supervisory structure, with its separate supervisory agencies 
for banks, securities, and insurance, was similarly fragmented. The same holds 
again for regulatory agencies, especially at higher political levels. In the Euro-
pean Union, different agencies deal with banks, securities, and insurance. At the 
international level, the Basel Committee BCBS deals with banks, the International 
Organization of Securities Commissions IOSCO deals with securities, and the In-
ternational Association of Insurance Supervisors IAIS with insurance. The reform 
plans of these agencies address different parts of the fi nancial system. Fragmented 
knowledge and fragmented capacities made the development of a “master plan” 
from which individual reform measures could be derived impossible. Financial 
system reform today consists of separate reforms: A reform of (regulated) banks, a 
reform of the trade in derivatives, a reform of rating agencies etc. Reform inevita-
bly is piecemeal, and remains experimental.

Whether a functional sub-system of society, let alone something like the global 
fi nancial system, could be intentionally fashioned to be resilient must remain an 
open question. Banks can be organized to withstand external disturbances. But as 
we know from experiments with planned economies, deliberate political guidance 
of societal subsystems is diffi cult even where it is constitutionally permitted. This, 
however, is not only a question of steering capacity. Does resilience, defi ned as a 
property of social systems, presuppose intentionality, or can it also be emergent? 
Maybe resilience is a concept that can be meaningfully applied only to clearly 
bounded and formally organized social units. 
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 In Search of the Golden Factor:
Conceptualizing Resilience 
in the Framework of 
New Economic Sociology 
by Focusing ‘Loyalty’

Andrea Maurer

1 The classical view: 
in search of resilient individuals or systems 

Resilience originally meant the trait of individuals or of ecosystems to overcome 
threatening circumstances.1 In the case of humans, it states an individual’s ability 
to reach normal development after diffi cult life events like material poverty, war or 
social anomy. Resilience appears in reaching normal biography and successful so-
cial integration.2 That ability to deal with threatening events and therefore restore 
stability is currently gaining approval in the social sciences. Business studies are 
already questioning why some companies handle market shocks better than others 
(e.g., Boin & van Eeten 2013, p. 430). In sociology, in the science of history and 
political science (Endreß & Maurer, 2015; Hall & Lamont, 2013), as well as in in-
terdisciplinary research, scientists have recently started looking for and doing re-
search on social factors of resilience. Specifi c social factors such as fairness, trust, 
and loyalty become important in times of coping with threatening and unexpected 

1 The idea of conducting research on social factors like loyalty, as a factor for resilience 
within economy can be dated back to earlier confrontations with Albert Hirschman’s 
writings and that of new economic sociologists and socio-economists (Maurer, 2006, 
2012). This paper is part of a wider research project on social resilience.

2 It is remarkable that even in early psychological writings – though, without theorizing 
it – the contribution of social relations has been recognized (see Werner, 1977).
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social events, especially in sociology. So far, rising interest has led social scientists 
to search for golden factors, which support groups, organizations, regions, socie-
ties or social systems when dealing with disruptive processes and which restore 
normality. In this light, what normality means, depends on the theoretical back-
ground and covers mutual expectations, social integration and functionality. 

2 New theoretical considerations: social resilience

Currently, the sociological research into factors of resilience is increasing but with 
almost no reference to theoretical concepts, theories or models. It remains unclear 
what disruption means and also the normal state remains theoretically undeter-
mined. Therefore, what is needed are means to design (sociological) theories and 
models which help to describe what disruption refers to and what restoration then 
means in social life. After that, factors which help regain normality or stability 
can be identifi ed. Only with a clear theoretical reference can one look for social 
factors which keep social groups, institutions, organizations, and the like resilient. 
An important topic for sociologists is the collapse of social action systems due to 
a loss of mutual expectations. In accordance with this, social factors which stop 
processes of undermining social expectations gain importance. 

2.1 Sociological research on resilience

Different theoretical programs can be used in the treatment of social factors of 
resilient. First, they help to identify relevant social factors of resilience by de-
scribing the main logic and characteristics of social action systems, such as social 
groups, markets, organizations, networks, regions and society have to be defi ned. 
Second, they provide precise arguments why those specifi c social factors support 
the restoration of that particular social action system. Third, the emergence and 
function logic of various social factors can be identifi ed according to their general 
ability to keep particular social action systems resilient. All theories need a con-
ception of a state of normality and a notion of what disruption or threatening of 
existence means to this normal state. Sociological research on resilience can refer 
to different notions of normality, such as action systems based on stable mutual 
expectations or subsystems providing particular functions for the overall system. 
Events like war, terrorist attacks, bankruptcy, infl ation or defl ation, economic cri-
ses and so on have to be translated into a loss of mutual expectation because of a 
decline of benefi ts or a failure of functionality which trigger further events and 
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processes which in turn threaten central elements or functions of a social system 
at the end. 

The specifi c point in sociological resilience research is that by the means of 
sociological terms, theories and models, particular resilient units can be defi ned as 
confronted by various kind of disruptive events. When these defi nitions are made, 
precise theses can be given which state why particular social factors enable the 
resilient unit to deal with the described disruptive threats and thereby have a high-
er chance of restoring a normal state, because those factors can stop the driving 
process. Based on the classics (Durkheim, 1938; Weber, 1978), explanations can be 
offered which show how what social factors support individuals (see section 2.2) 
by regaining mutual social expectations. The basic thesis says that some social 
action systems have particular social factors, the so called golden factors such as 
trust, loyalty and morality which keep the system resilient. If there is an increase 
of disruptive processes foreseen due to characteristics of modern, western society 
resilience research also gains a societal perspective. For example, if processes of 
marketization, the spread of neo-liberalism and capitalism or secularization and 
individualization are named for increasing threats and risks resilience research 
gets connected to society diagnoses (s. Bonß in this collection). The follow-up 
question is, if and how particular societies, organizations or social groups can han-
dle threatening events like environmental disasters, migration, economic crises, 
the dissolution of social communities/networks or the overload of social relation-
ships. Research on resilience earns societal relevance through empirical obser-
vation of the increase of fast process dynamics in society and in the economy, 
which are often equated with marketization and capitalism or indirectly connected 
processes of globalization and individualization (Hall & Lamont, 2013). Disrup-
tion, collapses, and unexpected events are increasingly derived from the social 
construction of economy in modern society and thus become a topic of sociology. 

2.2 Action-based explanations: 
linking social actors to social factors 

Action based explanations explain resilience by giving causal arguments for why an 
observed disruption could be stopped by actors due to social factors. Especially, ac-
tion based explanations determine how individuals can stop such disruptive process-
es because of their social embeddedness. In this context, resilience is to be regarded 
from a sociological point of view. It is specifi cally the search for social factors which 
assist the actors who are involved to capture these processes and restore stability or 
normality. Therefore, the notion of resilience needs to be combined with sociologi-
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cal theories which describe why and how social factors infl uence individual and so-
cial actions. These theoretical concepts can be used for different empirical fi elds like 
markets, fi rms, social groups, social movements, and so on. The connecting question 
is about the handling of disruptive events and especially those factors which help in-
itiate restoration processes and social stability or normality. Social resilience gains 
a new research perspective through the search for such social factors which support 
actors by dealing with disruption and thereby restore social action systems. 

There has been a shift, within sociology, towards the treatment of social action 
and the discussion of social action problems, like confl ict solving, cooperation and 
coordination through social institutions. This is generally done in the framework of 
action-based explanations (Alexander, Giesen, Münch, & Smelser, 1987; Linden-
berg, Coleman, & Nowak, 1986). As in the early social theories from Adam Smith, 
Thomas Hobbes, John Locke and others, problematic situations are conceptualized 
from an individual point of view based on empirically informed models of social 
action (Maurer, 2016). Successful restoration of social institutions during or after 
disruptive processes is explained by both individual’s intentions and the dominant 
social factors in the sited situational context. While the emergence and maintenance 
of stable social expectations is regarded, especially in classic sociology, as the cen-
tral problem of social action because of contingency (Weber, 1978), new approaches 
such as multi-level explanations, mechanism approach, chaos theory and new in-
stitutionalism work specifi cally with the assumption of uncertainty or risk (Bonß, 
2015). According to these theoretical backgrounds, endogenous and exogenous pro-
cesses of disruptive processes, like social change, anomy or crises can be captured 
as unpredictable dynamics. Different models as threshold models, tipping points, 
cascade effects, linear addition and institution theory are used (J. S. Coleman, 1990; 
Schmid, 2015) for the description of the process sequences. Such models of disrup-
tive events and existence threats can refer to a variety of action systems and their 
central characteristics. This means that not only is the threat of stable mutual ex-
pectations and therewith, stable social order, made a subject of discussion, but also 
sudden catastrophes, risk and economic crises. For this reason, it depends on the 
theoretical contouring of the central aspects of the social action system in review, as 
to what disruptive events or processes function as existential threats. Furthermore, 
this means that in order to search within a theoretical conception for social factors 
of resilience, one has to design a functional relation between such social factors and 
the general logic or characteristics of that particular action system. Such theses can 
be described by highly abstract models, as well as middle range concepts or case 
studies help (Hedström, Swedberg, & Udéhn, 1998; Maurer, 2009; Mayntz, 2002). 

In newer multilevel research programs (Hedström & Bearman, 2009), positive 
effects of social factors in different social contexts are captured, based on a general 
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explanatory logic which uses action theories as a micro foundation (J. S. Coleman, 
1986; Granovetter, 1990; Hedström & Swedberg, 1998).3 Within the framework 
of action based sociological explanations different elaboration proposals can be 
made which mark different degrees of diffi culty. Thus, subsequent to the under-
standing-explanatory sociology from Max Weber (Weber, 1949) social expecta-
tions are central for social action and order. In contrast to that, rational choice 
approaches and a number of middle range theories developed by Norbert Elias, Al-
bert Hirschman, Mancur Olson and others, specify the general problem of mutual 
expectations by specifi c models of social interdependency. This helps reveal prob-
lem constellations such as confl ict solving or cooperation and specifi c solutions in 
return. In other words, whether small groups, networks, markets or hierarchy help 
actors when problem solving, depends on the problems of action. Representatives 
of the new debate of mechanism-based explanations have developed agent-based 
models. These models particularly focus on the complex interplay between social 
contexts and action -orientations, -motivations and –abilities for explaining the 
dynamic of social processes (Hedström & Swedberg, 1998).4 Actual represent-
atives of action-based explanations in new economic sociology and mechanism 
approach share the assumption of discovering problems of social action which are 
realistically described. They all assume that other people infl uence individual’s 
motives and action either by preference building (Elster, 1998; Granovetter, 1990) 
or by social expectation building (Burt, 1982; Hedström & Swedberg, 1998). Due 
to the actor model and the described problem of social action, social factors can 
be systematically revealed which help overcome the particular problems of social 
action (J. S. Coleman, 1990; Granovetter, 1990).

In Weber’s tradition, socially institutionalized action contexts and especially 
legitimate order and organization are regarded as the basis for highly stable and ra-
tional mutual expectations (Kalberg, 1994). This is how Weber explains the forma-
tion of social structure and the tremendous formal rationality, in the sense of high 
predictability, in the modern western world (Weber, 2009). Max Weber gathered 
that individual and social actions get highly means-end rational and predictable in 
the modern western world. He understood this from the interplay of religious ideas 

3 This is due to the assumption that individuals act intentionally and therefore try to im-
prove their social contexts by establishing and using social mechanisms or institutions 
which help overcome problems of social action, like challenging situations (see for this 
general assumption Popper, 1999). 

4 Harder abstract models work with a fixed action principle and solely deduce the effects 
of single social factors. More realistic explanations consider the interplay between in-
dividual and social factors. The first principle – the use of an abstract and deductive 
strong action principle – marks a tight rational choice approach (Maurer, 2016).
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of protestant sects and the rational nation state, rational sciences, arts and admin-
istration. From the increase of rational action and of self-control in modern west-
ern societies, Weber deduces the emergence of formal rational institutions, like 
markets, fi rms, and accounting which make life and social order highly rational. 
The analysis of social institutions as foundations for mutual expectation and social 
stability is found in new institutionalism as well as in new economic sociology 
(P. J. DiMaggio, 1998; Nee, 2005; Nee & Swedberg, 2008). Different approaches 
have dealt with the emergence, function logics, and social effects of institutions 
in recent social sciences (P. J. DiMaggio, 1998). The emergence of institutions as 
well as their social effects are explained with regard to interests as well as values 
(Fligstein, 1996; Greif, 2005; Nee & Ingram, 2005). Thus, social institutions can 
be explained through self-interested actions, as well as value-oriented or habitual 
actions against the background of social action problems which reach orientation, 
as well as confl icts and collective action. This also implies that different institu-
tions can be compared in their function logics, as well as in their social effect for 
generating loyalty, trust, reputation, leadership and organization which may reduce 
uncertainty or increase resilience. 

In contrast to institution theories which highlight institutionalized expecta-
tions, economic sociologists focus on formal structural patterns of social relation-
ships and their effects on the social level. For example, Mark Granovetter shows 
that in multiple equilibra central actors in networks defi ne further developments 
and institutional patterns (Granovetter & McGuire, 1998). James Coleman, Mark 
Granovetter, and several others have discovered the speed at which news travels 
and the available information in an action system from formal patterns of social 
embeddedness (J. Coleman, 1988; J. S. Coleman, 1985). Ronald Burt specifi cally 
explains the ability of innovative and creative actions with brokers who connect 
different networks and though that, help to spread and generate new ideas (Burt, 
2004). In current sociological research, network structures and social institutions 
are analysed as golden factors which display, in light of specifi c problem situa-
tions, specifi c effects at the social level. This means, particular institutions can 
be analysed as mechanisms which help individuals in different social contexts, to 
overcome problems of social action. In general, loose and weak ties are deemed 
to be benefi cial for information and knowledge problems, close-tight groups are 
benefi cial for problems of control, leadership and formal positions of cooperation. 
(Maurer, 2016).5

5 In mechanism approach, it is explained how particular problems of social action like 
cooperation and coordination are dealt with by socially connected actors (Hedström 
& Bearman, 2009; Hedström & Swedberg, 1998). For this purpose agent based models 
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Multilevel action based explanations of social phenomena allow for defi ning 
precise theses about when and how action of individuals lead to particular social 
effects. Variant analyses of action problems and those social factors which help 
overcome them have resulted over the years (Hedström & Swedberg, 1998; Lin-
denberg et al., 1986; Nee & Ingram, 2005). Action-based models concisely ask for 
social factors which help individuals handle different problems of social action. 
Thus, theoretical statements can be expressed and be empirically checked as to 
how social and individual factors reduce uncertainty and thereby restore mutu-
al expectations and reduce uncertainty in general. In new economic sociology, 
as well as in sociological institution program middle range theories are build up 
that analyse typical problems of social action. For resilience research such work 
assumes a considerable importance because all problems of social action can be 
transferred into an ongoing process of disruption of social expectations that pos-
sibly leads to collapse. Therefore, the search for social factors which work against 
disruptive processes can be done in the framework of multilevel explanations by 
using the described theoretical and methodological guidance. 

3 Resilience in the framework of new economic sociology

New economic sociology did not spend attention on disruptive existence-threat-
ening events until now. That seems to have changed a little bit since the beginning 
of the 21st century, especially in light of the international economic and fi nancial 
crises. Economic crises or rather the collapse of economic systems are permanent 
subject of discussion (see also Mayntz and Nessel in this volume).

3.1 Loyalty as social factor 

In the framework of new economic sociology, disruption in economic spheres can 
be translated into a loss of mutual expectations. This means a loss of total and 
unforeseen social orientation, coordination, or cooperation. The question then is, 
what social factors help individuals, fi rms, markets, regions, and economic systems 

and simulations are used to explain unexpected social processes as the upcoming of 
bestsellers, fashions, panics etc. (Hedström & Ylikoski, 2010). Thus it is not about 
identifying helpful single factors, but rather about unexpected processes which are 
explained by specific interplays between individuals’ motives or abilities and social 
factors (Hedström, 2005).
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regain confi dence in social expectations. Theoretical concepts in new economic 
sociology say that social factors such as personal relationships, network patterns, 
or institutional settings help enforce social expectations through particular mech-
anisms, like control, information or learning. In more complex models, additional 
processes of social expectation building through imitation, adaptation, or loyalty 
are used. The model of exit, voice, and loyalty (Hirschman, 1970) specifi cally states 
that in reaction to a decline of functionality rational individuals choose between exit 
and voice. In other words, individuals calculate benefi ts from staying and engaging 
in or leaving fi rms, markets, and regions and choose the action which provides the 
highest utility. However, sometimes some of them also follow socio-culturally de-
fi ned feelings of commitment without a direct link to calculated short-term benefi ts. 
Thus, action systems with a high level of socio-cultural defi ned loyalty should have 
a greater chance of restoring normality after disruptive events for more relevant 
actors stay due to social bonds. This is to be expected because the more important 
members stay and try to rebuild social expectations by choosing voice instead of 
exit. The empirically informed assumption of loyalty makes the exit and voice mod-
els more complex. The empirical assumption of loyalty helps to enrich the model. 
If in social contexts particular members are loyal, they can stop the decline and 
rebuild social expectations. The fi rst step is not driven by calculating benefi ts but by 
the social factor of loyalty which function unlinked to direct or short-term benefi ts. 
Thus, from this point forward, sociology needs to establish empirically informed 
theses about when and why particular social relationships, institutions or structures 
lead to an increase or decrease of loyalty and thereby hinder or trigger the process 
of disruption. The model is more realistic because it not only takes short-term bene-
fi ts into account but also long-term social-cultural motives, which depend on social 
embeddedness. The specifi c ability to restore stability after disruptive events is thus 
explained by socially defi ned motives or bonds of social commitment. Its particular 
effect is that social-cultural embeddedness explains a higher degree of voice in the 
very fi rst moment, when benefi ts are not to be expected. Loyalty, can help overcome 
economic shocks or crises because relevant actors stay and contribute to the resto-
ration and thereby send social signals and increase benefi ts of social coordination 
or cooperation when needed most.. 

3.2 Social resilience factors in economy: an overview

During the last thirty years in the framework of new economic sociology, models 
have been designed which show how specifi c social factors, like the formal struc-
ture of social networks or particular social institutions help reduce uncertainty in 
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general (Granovetter, 1990). From this idea one can develop further models which 
provide arguments why particular social factors help restore stability in the case of 
disruption, by redefi ning social expectations. In a short overview it is shown what 
effects of social networks and institutions are outlined in new economic sociology 
in general. Based on this, loyalty is discussed as a social factor of resilience in the 
economic sphere, in more detail (see section 3.3). 

The general idea is to reconstruct and develop middle range theories which ex-
plain how and why economically oriented action systems are able to handle disrup-
tive processes better than other systems, because of their specifi c social construc-
tion (Boudon, 1979, 1991; Mayntz, 2004; Merton, 1967). This means reformulating 
theses about how the well-discussed social factors in economic sociology, namely 
networks and institutions (Maurer, 2012), contribute to the restoration of mutual 
expectations during or after shocks which are interpreted as existence-threatening. 
This could be done, at fi rst, through a more precise description of the situation-
al contexts and the disruptive process. Then, expected benefi ts, as well as values 
and habits can be described from the viewpoint of actors. In this manner, social 
networks or institutions can be translated into both individual and social action. 
Secondly, regarding specifi c empirical situations, extensions of the action model 
can be made by introducing the assumption that some actors make their decisions 
based on calculations and others attached by bonds of loyalty. Then, one can work 
with models of social action which show, how positive feedback loops emerge from 
loyal actors and their action patterns. In addition, one can consider that loyal actors 
not only increase expected benefi ts but also the loyalty of other members through 
social imitation (Maurer, 2016).6 The power of sociological models would then 
be, to deduce the initial ignition of loyalty from social factors and then encourage 
empirical studies. For this purpose, studies need to be created which theoretically 
show, which social forms of networks, markets or company structures, regional 
networks or economic systems create socio-cultural loyalty. It is the identifi cation 
of such social factors which, in light of disruptive processes are able to recreate 
loyalty and therefore make action systems more resilient. 

To date, economic sociologists have reconstructed mechanisms and integrated 
in models which reduce uncertainty, without having to specify problem-contents or 
degrees (Granovetter, 1990). Thus, it is shown that network structure can improve 
information fl ow as well as trust building. Therefore, the present models about the 

6 An alternative would be to look at general theories, like transaction cost or principal 
agent theories that also provide theses about when and why particular social factors – 
mostly institutions like hierarchies, markets, or trust help to build mutual expectations 
by using control mechanisms (J. S. Coleman, 1985; Williamson, 1994). 
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effects of different social factors have to be made more specifi c and be expanded. 
For research on resilience it is important to represent the effects of social factors 
which restore social expectations in case of disruption and existence-threatening 
facets. With this in mind, factors and their effects have to be shown which charac-
terise the resilience of action systems. 

The central models of the new economic sociology describe different modes of 
action and social forms for networks and institutions. 

1. Weak ties improve the level of information, because individuals have more con-
tacts and less redundant information (Granovetter, 1982). Whereas strong ties 
in small groups create trust and offer control (J. S. Coleman, 1994) and brokers 
improve innovation and creativity (Burt, 2004).

2. Formal and informal rules frame economic action and, as long as they have 
empirical validity, they contribute to the solution of various social problems by 
reinforcing social expectations. Institutions make individual and social actions 
predictable and help to make social life more rational (Weber, 1978). Institu-
tions are refl ected in social order and characterize markets, fi rms, economic 
regions or systems (P. DiMaggio, 1994; Sabel, 1989; Saxenian, 1994).

3. The coordination effects of competition (market), centralized control (organ-
isation) and imagination and patterns of thinking (culture) are being compa-
rably discussed against the background of voting and control problems (J. S. 
Coleman, 1990; Williamson, 1985). Often the Neo-classic postulate is being 
criticised by the universal advantageousness of market-voting and the impact 
of social coordination-mechanisms of group beliefs or hierarchical control is 
being highlighted (Cox, Broadbridge, & Raikes, 2014; Hirschman, 1986; Os-
trom, 1990).

4. In addition to that, in recent times, the effects of social-cultural patterns for 
economy have been recognised and captured (Swedberg, 1998). Economic his-
torians (Denzau & North, 1994), as well as sociologists and social-economists 
have recently introduced the effects of socio-cultural basics of economic ac-
tions within modern societies again. The specifi c functionality of socio-cul-
tural patterns in the economy is seen in the ability to frame egotistic pure-
ly interest-oriented actions (Fukuyama, 1996; Hirschman, 1970; Swedberg, 
2007). Therefore, the works of Albert Hirschman could be important, because 
he stands for the claim of the realistic extension of action models by empirical 
theses. What Hirschman leaves open is a theory about the development and 
empirical validity of social-cultural patterns. Only then situations can be de-
fi ned theoretically, in which social-cultural patterns can unfold their effects 
and overlap interests.
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New economic sociology normally works with middle range theories. As these 
theories do not use standardized action theories, an integrative micro fundamental 
is missing, from which the models could be improved or connected. A solution is 
provided for this in connection to Max Weber. Thus, the effective interplay be-
tween different action orientations and motives can be concretised with the help 
of empirical theses. Thus, a particular importance belongs to the relation of the 
different action orientations. One must identify how and when rational calculation 
is not important. In this way, the special mode of action of social-cultural patterns 
of interpretation can be seen as a cause for economic relevant action, which is 
separated from direct, situational, cost-benefi t considerations. Max Weber, him-
self, described the protestant entrepreneur or skilled worker as a human search-
ing for salvation (1978; 2009). However, religious ideas unfold their effects only 
when they go along with individual’s interests and social institutions. For this rea-
son, it can be argued that social-cultural attitudes can lead to social commitment 
which binds particular actors, without direct or short-term benefi ts. The meaning 
of social-cultural commitment or loyalty is specifi cally seen within precarious 
moments such as, when facing disruptive events, catastrophes or economic crises. 
Loyalty starts up benefi ts through social cooperation and coordination again (Etzi-
oni, 1988; Fukuyama, 1996).

3.3 Loyalty: a socio-cultural factor within economy

As is described above, a central element of new economic sociology is the work 
with more realistic models which offer precise theses about the effects of social 
factors in economic spheres (Granovetter, 1990). Therefore, most of economic so-
ciologists avoid rational-choice theory as well as concept of habitus. In fact, they 
rely on Max Weber and Albert Hirschman by starting with the assumption of 
rational-intentional action but enrich them when they lack empirical proof. This 
means that the action model needs to be enlarged with empirical knowledge for 
example saying that and how other individuals infl uence motives and preferences 
(Maurer, 2016). The advantages of this type of model-building are those highly 
abstract and deductively strong models of action can be used when started with 
and enriched by empirical evidence when needed. Such enriched complex models 
allow to consider various interplays of social situations and individuals as well as 
surprising processes. In particular, the relationship between interests and ideas can 
be taken into account to explain social phenomenon. In concrete terms, this means 
using empirically informed theses, at the time and to the extent to which shared 
cognitive or normative belief systems or calculating benefi ts are the driving factors 
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for individuals. The disadvantage is that the specifi cally revealed and examined 
effects of social factors, like networks or institutions are restricted to particular 
situations. A compromise is to begin with the assumption of intentional-rational 
action and to explain the effects of social networks or institutions through benefi t 
arguments. Extensions can be made with respect to the empirical context. This 
can be done by using theoretically guided information about the extent and effects 
of socio-cultural factors, like loyalty, on individuals in a concrete social situation. 
Therefore, research on resilience needs to formulate concepts on when and why 
loyalty can be expected (section 3.3.1). Thus, empirically specifi ed theses about 
loyalty as a source of resilience in the economy can be set up and the correspond-
ing effects can be pointed out (section 3.3.2). How this can be done is illustrated 
by exemplary empirical data regarding social resilience in the economic region of 
Baden-Wuerttemberg after 2008 (section 3.3.3).

3.3.1 Loyalty as a social-cultural resource 
in a performance decrease 

At this point, the model of exit, voice, and loyalty by Albert Hirschman (1970) is 
suitable for the sociological resilience research, because it directly refers to pro-
cesses which threaten benefi ts through the performance failure of an action sys-
tem, such as organizations or societies.7 From the viewpoint of intentional-rational 
actors, the collapse of benefi ts either motivates them to leave the system (exit) or 
to contribute to their own recovery by voice.8 Resilience research focuses on those 
factors which hinder the collapse by preventing or limiting exit. If there is a social 
factor which impedes exit, then the chances of restoration increase. Furthermore, 
the expected effects can infl uence other factors and trigger multiple effects of res-
toration for example less exit means an increasing voice.

The general problem of performance collapse can be transformed into multiple 
forms of economic crises; e.g. that of markets, companies, regions or economic 
systems like the EU. Concrete indicators include a massive decrease of the provi-
sion of demanded commodities or services, which extend from the market dissolu-
tion over insolvency up to the impoverishment (decreasing gross national product) 
of regions and societies. Rational-intentional actors will then decide between ex-
iting the market, company or region and the effort needed for reconstruction due, 

7 For the critical reconstruction of the model of exit, voice, and loyalty see Barry 1974 
and Maurer 2006.

8 If the failure is caused by an endogenous development or through an exogenous shock 
can be blanked out at this place.
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in light of expected recovery benefi ts. The heuristic viewpoint is to represent the 
concrete revenues for markets, companies, regions or economic systems and the 
relevant expectations of the actors for both options regarding the socio-economic 
situation. Thus, the so called bridge hypotheses help describe and expand (1) rev-
enues and costs (2) and also the likelihood with which they are expected by the 
actors in particular situations. That is what makes the use of this model applicable, 
not only for economic spheres, but also for social fi elds.9

The effect mechanism of exit and voice is basically within the relation between 
the amount and expectation of benefi ts for both possible actions. When facing per-
formance collapse or disruption, the situation is specifi cally characterised through 
the overall collapse of the expectations for any benefi ts. For this reason, it has 
to be said that those factors show a high effect of resilience, which contribute to 
a positive strengthening of success expectations and/or new benefi ts. The main 
thesis would then be that the decline can be hindered when performance relevant 
actors stay. Then not only expectations of direct benefi ts from the actions of rel-
evant actors rise but also expected benefi ts from social commitment. This has to 
be declared by searching for situational factors, which specifi cally offer incentives 
for high-performance actors to stay and contribute to voice which function inde-
pendently from direct or short-term revenues.

The particularity of the hydraulic model (Hirschman 1970) is that both forms 
of action: exit and voice, have contrary effects and infl uence each other negatively. 
If, in the case of disruptive events, high-performance actors leave, then the poten-
tial of voice is decreasing due to their exit but also due to the fact that others take 
this as a signal of decline. These interdependencies launch a downward trend that 
is diffi cult to interrupt. Vice versa, observable voice of important members can 
favour performance recreation by working as signal and by increasing benefi ts. 
Since both action forms are deduced from rational calculation of revenues, the 
spotlight is fi rstly on the search for social reasons, which make exit or voice more 
profi table for individuals. For example, if there is empirical evidence for essential 
actors staying during and shortly after crises, it can be argued that this works as an 
intervening variable, which stops the downward trend independently from direct 
revenues.10 

9 Albert Hirschman (1970) developed the model from his personal experiences in devel-
oping countries like Nigeria and even expanded it to explain the decline of the former 
DDR. The model found another area of usage in company- and personnel research 
(Williamson, 1974).

10 That will allow, to take changes of expectation through social action of others into 
account and to use for example threshold models that explain an abrupt collapse as a 



96 Andrea Maurer

The introduction of a socio-culturally characterized bond of loyalty on the side 
of the actors is such an intervening variable. Its effect can be seen in that the pure 
and short-term benefi t calculation is interrupted. This needs to be concluded from 
the social context factors. Only if particular social factors give evidence of so-
cial-culturally defi ned loyalty by specifi c actors there is good reason for regaining 
normality. This means nothing other than the social contexts keep the social action 
system resilient by motivating relevant actors to stay and thereby interrupt exit oft 
other actors. 

In this sense, loyalty refers to the idea of “captain is the last to leave the ship”. 
It is easy to see this is a normative postulate embedded in the fi bre of some profes-
sions in particular socio-cultural contexts, such as researchers or politicians (We-
ber, 2004). It is above all the precarious situations, where revenues could hardly be 
expected, when loyalty is most important for loyal actors can change the downward 
trend by providing (a) short-term coordination effects, (b) long-term expectations 
of benefi ts, and (c) strengthen social standards of commitment in small groups like 
professions (Greif, 1994; Hirschman, 1970). If fi rst steps of coordination succeed, 
because of the social-cultural bond of a few strong actors, then from the positive 
interplay of social-cultural bond and realised benefi ts, recovery can be declared 
which functions through the overall improved possibility of success. Companies, 
sectors, regions and groups, which have minimum loyalty from their important 
members, because of their given social context, could also, when facing disrup-
tive, existence-threatening events and processes, still gain performance capacity, 
breaking through the downward trend and in the mid-term could cause a more pos-
itive interaction between interests and value binding (Weber, 2009). Adam Smith 
already described this as the “invisible hand explanation” (Smith, 1982), because 
such processes are self-enforcing. Of course, the process and the interplay can be 
specifi ed by diverse assumptions. In the case of loyalty, symbolical signals and real 
benefi ts from the loyalty of important actors reinforce each other and can lead to 
restoration step by step due to a change of social expectations. 

Thus, loyalty helps explain the successful handling of disruptive events through 
social factors. The technique of explanation, which even Max Weber (2009) used, 
tracks the idea that an action orientation which deviates from a rational mode 
can be explained by concrete situational factors and thereby a specifi c power of 
effect can be unfolded. That corresponds to the claim of new economic sociolo-
gy in which sociological and economic models have to be made realistically and 
the material and ideal aspects have to be taken into account within those expla-

result of the exit of many. The concrete dynamics are shaped by the specific interplay 
between increasing migration and parallel decreasing critics.
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nations. Although, explanations start with simple assumptions, they need to be 
created more realistically, if they do not apply empirically. So, in a fi rst step at 
the performance collapse or disruptive event, the presented rational alternatives of 
action, exit and voice must be used. However, this simple model can be expanded 
with the notion of loyalty given in some economic enterprises, regions or systems. 
Loyalty, is introduced by Hirschman for empirical justifi cation and explains the 
break through and stopping of collapses mostly at the beginning when benefi ts 
are highly uncertain (Maurer, 2016). In the exit and voice-model loyalty there is 
an intermediate variable: if there are loyal members who do not calculate short-
term benefi ts in the case of a decline or disruption, a restoration can be expected 
through a reduction of exit. The loyalty of important members can stop the dynam-
ic interplay of increasing exit and decreasing voice because they help to restore 
success and work as social signals. This is why loyalty helps, especially during and 
shortly after disruptive events, because precarious points can be overcome, even 
though short-term benefi ts are not to be expected. However important members 
send signals and put benefi ts in reach again. Hirschman does not mention which 
social contexts make loyalty expectable and does not offer theoretical arguments 
about why loyalty is to be expected. This also explains why the concept of loyalty 
is mostly used in concrete empirical contexts for example in personnel research. 
In new economic sociology and resilience research, the concept of loyalty needs 
to be improved at this time.11 What is needed are theoretically based theses about 
which social factors support why loyalty in order to make loyalty a concept for 
sociological research on resilience.

3.3.2 Loyalty in the framework of new economic sociology

The empirical observation is central for new economic sociological resilience re-
search so that some enterprises or economic regions are found to be more resilient 
than others in light of the shock after the 2008 economic crisis (Kujath 2000; 
Bristow 2010; European Commission 2014). As was illustrated above, loyalty can 
be defi ned as a social-cultural bond to a region or enterprise that works without 
regard for any direct, situation specifi c, benefi t calculations. The observed resilient 
effect of loyalty is the highest chance for high-performance members to stay and 
contribute to the recreation through voice. Loyalty should be very effective in the 
case of an economic performance decrease, because economic actors normally 
have alternatives and easier ways of leaving. So, enterprises, markets or regions, 

11 This is because in the fundamental work of Hirschman (1970) loyalty remains a “black 
box” (Maurer, 2006).
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where loyalty is empirically effective, should show higher standards of investment, 
labour force and contracts, patents even in light of disruptive events. 

Thus, loyal entrepreneurs, managers and members of the work council for ex-
ample, unfold important signal effect by positively infl uencing the evaluation of 
success of others and by setting standards of action at close range. It is important 
that the fi rst action and the success in the light of collapses hold out the prospect of 
expectable revenues again. The effect mechanism of loyalty is premised on the fact 
that some important actors, even in crises will not leave and by staying sending so-
cial signals and realising cooperation and coordination benefi ts. Then the position 
of the specifi c company or region improves and even provides better conditions for 
going further. More and more actors can be won over, even if they act purely out of 
interest calculation. The collapse is stopped through the interplay of the presented 
effects. As a result there should be less insolvency, more occupations, higher vol-
umes of sale, and more innovations. 

The fi rst indications of loyalty on the part of essential actors can be found in the 
frequently justifi ed effects of a membership in small groups based on social expe-
riences, like families, religious sects or social communities (J. S. Coleman, 1985; 
Fukuyama, 1996; Swedberg, 2007; Weber, 2009). Small groups within economy, 
which offer social status, acknowledgement or reputation could, even in times of 
decreases, bind especially important individuals. It is the social capital of small 
strong-knitted groups, such as entrepreneurial families, professional clubs and/or 
religious communities, which, even in light of existence threatening events, moti-
vate others to stay and perform in favour of the action system, even without direct 
material consideration (Smith, 1982).

The analysis of strongly-knitted groups or professions links sociological studies 
with research on resilience. By deducing the emergence of social bonds or com-
mitment from previous interactions by mechanisms of learning and control sociol-
ogy can explain why loyalty relations could exist for longer periods of time, even if 
there is no obvious benefi t. The specifi c social capital of small groups with strong 
and direct personal relations is loyalty, which is free from immediate benefi t cal-
culations and which creates bonds through social and long-term benefi ts. If com-
panies or regions have such islands of direct interaction, a higher bond of loyalty 
can be considered. On an executive level, this could be established through com-
mon team experiences, through family businesses, elite universities, professional 
organizations or clusters (Padgett, 2001; Portes, 1995). Science, entrepreneur or 
managerial associations and their small local groups carry particular concepts of 
how to behave as a “good captain,” especially in crises. This can be also the re-
sult of small-scale structures in regions or corporations, in which specifi c ideas of 
how to act when facing crises are passed on from generation to generation. The 
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“protestant Swabian master craftsman” can be considered as an ideal type of such 
patterns. The model corresponds to the pattern of a captain, who invests up to his 
last bit of money to rescue the company in political or economic crises (Berghoff, 
1997). This primary socially defi ned loyalty launches a process of reconstruction 
of social patterns of expectation, which are mainly based on social signals but 
which point to benefi ts in the long run. Such signals are more effective, the more 
important the particular actors are and the more important the action system is. 
They work by describing objective chances of future success but also through sub-
jective interpretations. 

3.3.3 Social resilience factors in the economic region 
of Baden-Wuerttemberg after 2008 

Social bonds of loyalty which are effective even in crises are to be expected in 
strongly knitted social relations. So, local clusters, family networks, professionally 
or ethically based groups enable positive interactions and experiences which build 
(or reinforce) loyalty that can be stored or transported in local settings for genera-
tions. If there are any disruptive events or shocks, such social factors can activate 
loyalty and thereby increase social resilience in the economic sphere. This means 
that due to such factors, processes of economic recovering in terms of GDP or 
revenues (see for recent data Statistisches Landesamt Baden-Württemberg 2016) 
should be empirically observable. The criteria for social resilience are observable 
processes in which even existence threatening events, which can be labelled as a 
breakdown of stock markets, insolvencies, defl ation and infl ation or market col-
lapse, are successfully conducted. In reference to companies, markets, economic 
regions and economic systems, expressions of resilience would be the classic so-
cio-economic indicators such as GDP, employment, patents, turnover. The thesis to 
be proven is that the better performance in terms of investments, foundations and 
occupation can be understood as an effect of a higher degree of loyalty. This means 
to understand turnovers, the gross national product and especially the socio-cul-
tural patterns of relevant actors give proof for loyalty as hint for social resilience 
in economic spheres. Thus, the resilience research can use the appropriate and 
continual socio-economic data which is raised by the statistical state and federal 
offi ces and the Federal Labour Offi ce. These are available on the national and 
international level for companies, regions and national economies. Furthermore, 
sociological research on resilience should be able to supplement these with its own 
empirical data. 

Resilient companies, regions and national economies should show during and 
after disruptive events, like the economic and fi nancial crisis in 2008-9: 1) a bet-
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ter occupational situation (full-time employment, insurable employments, fl uctu-
ations); 2) faster and more extensive growth rates (GDP, number of companies, 
higher revenues); and 3) better expectations of future success (innovation, start-
ups, cluster building).

One of the economic regions in Europe which overcame the crisis in a succes-
sive way is Baden-Wuerttemberg.12 It can be empirically shown that the values 
for the gross domestic product, the quota for occupations and investments, within 
and directly after the crisis, were always above average in Baden-Wuerttemberg 
(ESPON, 2014).

Figure 1 Baden-Wuerttemberg with its administrative districts

Source: http://www.badische-seiten.de/baden-wuerttemberg/regierungsbezirke.php [re-
trieved on 01/07/2016]

Clusters were and are typical within the local are in Baden-Wuerttemberg13, espe-
cially through small companies. At the beginning of the 21st century, Baden-Wuert-

12 In Europe even the “third Italy” and the region around Gothenburg turned out to be 
resilient, because of specific social factors (Sabel, 1989; Zeitlin, 2007).

13 After an administrative reform in 1973, Baden-Wuerttemberg has been divided into 
4 administrative regions with each 3 regions (s. fig. 1). Just the region Rhein- Neckar 
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temberg has to be characterized as a region with regional clusters which are defi ned 
by small and medium-sized companies in connection with a highly professional 
workforce, innovative entrepreneurs and specifi c cultural patterns of knowledge 
and loyalty.14 The quick and extensive resilience in the face of the economic cri-
sis from 2008-9 can be deduced from the socially structured and traditionally 
organized manufacturing industries in Baden-Wuerttemberg.15 It becomes clear 
that Baden-Wuerttemberg, falling back on the classical socio-economic data has 
recovered more extensive and faster from the shock in 2008-9 in its economic per-
formance, then the other European countries as well as other regions in Germany 
(BW has to be understood as state, with its own social identity and structures.) 
In contrast to a short drop in the absolute numbers of the companies within the 
manufacturing industry in 2008 per -4.52 % and 2009 per -0.79 %, was already 
counteracted in 2010 (+ 0.68), in 2011 (+ 0.21 %) and after that has been progres-
sively increasing since 2012 (+ 1.68 %, 2013 = + 0.02 %). A similar self-increasing 
reconstruction of the economic performance can be also seen in the absolute num-
bers of employed people, which was still decreasing in 2008 and 2009 in the times 
of crisis (2008 = - 4.52 % and 2009 = - 0.74 %), but then increased continuously 
from 2010 to 2014 (2010 = 3.23 %, 2011 = 4.97 % and 2012 = 0.90 %).

The meaning of the local bonds of entrepreneurs and employees also manifests 
itself in collective agreements and the development of payment. After a short and 
severe drop of pay of – 10.8 % in 2008, it again increased continuously and above 
average level in comparison with other regions until 2014: 2010 = + 3.45 %, 2011 = 
+ 4.97, 2012 = 3.4 %, 2013 = 3.75 % (Statistisches Landesamt Baden-Württemberg 
2015, fi gures 25-35; Neff 2015). The manufacturing industry in Baden-Wuerttem-
berg reacted during and after the crisis, on the one hand with personnel reduction 
and on the other hand with higher pay and binding collective agreements, whereby 

makes an exception in reference to machine-makers-tradition (Ministerium für Finan-
zen und Wirtschaft Baden-Württemberg, 2015b). The term region could thereby mean 
different things. Here it is used in terms of a social-geographical unit with specific 
factors and for small units within the administrative region of Baden-Wuertemberg. 

14 This is besides regional exceptions and based mostly on metal processing with its 
implemented professional standards. Till now there is a high and successful result in 
the registration of patents (Ministerium für Finanzen und Wirtschaft Baden-Württem-
berg, 2015a).

15 The long tradition of Baden-Wuerttemberg in the manufacturing industry and espe-
cially in the metal engineering industry is in the social-historical and- scientific litera-
ture well verified (see for example Berghoff, 1997). Furthermore, the leading function 
of collective agreements in the metal engineering industry in Southern Baden is still 
clear since for a long time (Müller-Jentsch, 1997).
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some essential people could be held in Baden-Wuerttemberg and collective agree-
ments could be saved. 

The effect of strong social relations between especially small and medium-sized 
companies (5 to 500 employees), which emerge from specifi c regional-local struc-
tures, makes even differentiated resilience analysis possible which helps in ob-
serving the effects of cluster formations and social-structural peculiarities in small 
regions. So, it is possible for Neff (2015) to investigate the four administrative 
districts Freiburg, Karlsruhe, Stuttgart and Tuebingen and their three regions in 
a fi rst case study, regarding particular economic factors of resilience. The regions 
differentiate mainly in regard to their meaning of the manufacturing industry. 
Baden-Wuerttemberg is particularly characterized by regions with city centres as 
Stuttgart and Karlsruhe. After 2008 the region Heilbronn-Franken kept resilience 
best. In general, the administrative districts with their regions in Baden-Wuert-
temberg showed better resilience, especially those which had more manufacturing 
industries and more traditional-classic mechanical engineering. In contrast, auto-
mobile industry and electronic industry did not have an effect on resilience (Neff 
2015, p. 72-3). This can be seen specifi cally in the different scope and the time that 
companies or entrepreneurs needed to invest or to produce new innovations after 
the crisis again. Innovation grow fast and very successful in the administrative 
district of Stuttgart and its regions. Even investments which exceed the level of the 
year of crisis 2008, have been made (Neff 2015, p. 71).

Available socio-economic data from these secondary analyses show that the es-
sential companies and employees from the manufacturing industry and especially 
from the steel industry could manage the crisis 2008-9 much better. First indica-
tions show that Baden-Wuerttemberg could use advantages from its characteristic, 
local, strong social relationships. The economic region of Baden-Wuerttemberg is 
especially characterised by long-term experiences and collective bargaining be-
tween employers and employees. Local based and passed on knowledge in the 
industry is also typical for most regions. Specifi c and traditionally anchored as 
well as socially transported experience and knowledge supported particular eco-
nomic actions, for example the maintenance of the location, the holding of quali-
fi ed manpower and reciprocal social relations during crises. If and how the actions 
of loyal entrepreneurs, managers, members of the work council, trade unions or 
associations had an effect as signals of crisis management cannot be fi gured from 
this data, but need more empirical research. Therefore, additional quantitative and 
qualitative data collection is necessary, which directly demands the meaning and 
effect of loyalty with a special focus on fi rm owners, highly qualifi ed employ-
ees and members of the work council within different clusters and regions. Ad-
ditionally, differences between different local orders have to be examined: mod-
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ern metropolitan regions like Stuttgart, middle centres with modernised tradition 
like Karlsruhe or Heilbronn and city outskirts for example the Main-Tauber- or 
Rhine-Neckar-area regarding their effect on loyalty. 

3.4 Social resilience in economy

A sociological analysis of social resilience factors puts the bonds of loyalty for 
clusters, local-traditional regions or modern metropolitan regions in the spotlight. 
Loyalty can be regarded as social factor which helps to face disruptive events in-
dependent from direct short-term benefi ts and generates social signals as well as 
social effects. Again, this is important to motivate other actors to such actions by 
setting standards and by making benefi ts expectable. A self-reinforcing recovery 
process is launched which can be supported or thwarted by other factors.

Modelled after the works of Max Weber and Albert Hirschman and comple-
mented through insights and models of new economic sociology, loyalty can be 
defi ned as a social resource of resilience. Most of all, the effects of loyalty as a 
social factor of resilience can be stated precisely and explained in the form of a 
self-enforcing process. Sociologists then need to give theoretical theses, as well 
as empirical evidence for loyalty in particular social contexts. This can be done 
either by concepts of strong-knit groups based on former experience (reputation 
system, social signals, commitment), as well as by concepts of socially constructed 
institutions such as professional ethic, shared model of local identity or typical 
conventions. In order to provide empirical evidence for loyalty, secondary analysis 
of the available socio-economic data, questionnaires as well as semi-structured 
interviews can be used. Today, comprehensive analyses of social resilience factors, 
like loyalty, require additional quantitative-qualitative data. 

4 Conclusions

So far, the resilience research usually deals with ad-hoc-hypotheses and often ex-
plains, retrospectively, why and how action systems differ with regard on their 
abilities to launch resilient processes. However, empirical data for special factors 
of resilience by companies and economic regions can be given. Without using the-
oretical concepts about the special effects of particular social-cultural factors, the 
research on resilience will not improve.

In order to close the research gap, some well-known concepts from new eco-
nomic sociology have been reconstructed. It has been argued in a critical expan-
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sion to the model of exit, voice and loyalty of Albert Hirschman that social-cul-
turally defi ned bonds of loyalty are particularly helpful in the face of disruptive 
events. It was discovered that bonds of loyalty can trigger regenerative actions of 
essential members in crises because the member-bonds function free from short-
term benefi ts. This kind of socially defi ned action modus can create a self-rein-
forcing process of reconstruction through two effects. Firstly, it can motivate and 
enable others to do the same by defi ning standards in small groups. This also 
signals revenues by social cooperation (trade unions, clusters) and coordination 
(institutions such as reputation, trust, ethics) which make benefi ts in the future 
expectable again. In addition to the original model of Albert Hirschman and re-
garding concepts of new economic sociology social-cultural bonds of loyalty are 
explained and empirically identifi ed for small groups or clusters either based on 
former experience or on institutionalized models of “staying” in the event of crises. 
For this the specifi c concept of “the captain is the last to leave the ship” is helpful. 
In this process, the thesis has been formulated that a resilient process is put into ac-
tion sooner, faster and in a more comprehensive manner within economic contexts 
which are characterised by small groups bound by long-lasting relations. Such 
contexts of action foster a particular motivation to stay and act for improvement, 
especially in moments of crisis. The actions which can be deduced from that, es-
pecially those of high-performance members, provide good reasons for other indi-
viduals to stay even with a threat to existence. This is fi rstly because fi rm owners, 
entrepreneurs, managers, members of the work council and master craftsmen send 
social signals that they believe in the action system. It is secondly because they 
can generate coordination and cooperation effects which provide further benefi ts. 
Thirdly, in time of uncertainty and a loss of social orientation these members set 
modes of action which can function as role models. From this on a dynamic model, 
one can mark the positive effects and loops starting by loyal members. This not 
only allows for the identifi cation of specifi c situational factors, but also for deeper 
insights into the steps of recovery. 

With the example of the quite resilient economic region of Baden-Wuerttem-
berg in the crisis of 2008-9, it can be shown, initially that the classic socio-eco-
nomic data actually represents this process. Furthermore, it has been shown that 
Baden-Wurttemberg is characterised not only by clusters, small and medium-sized 
fi rms but also by a specifi c social-cultural tradition in mechanical engineering and 
appropriate ways to transport local ideas. To comprehensively analyse the effect 
of social-cultural loyalty in the meantime, some further original data should have 
been given importance, which specifi cally examines the process of the estimation 
of success and expectation of the actors. 
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The expected revenue of theoretically based sociological resilience research is 
to analyse the actions and effects which are launched by specifi c social-cultural 
factors and thereby to present increasingly precise theses about why some social 
factors gain resilient effects. Only then will resilience research be able to offer 
practical design proposals, because only then will resilience factors be theoreti-
cally labelled and their action effectives become clear. It is shown, that the social 
factors which help most in recovering after disruption provide good reasons to the 
individual actors to stick to the action system without directly calculating expected 
benefi ts. By doing so, empirically informed hypotheses can be defi ned about what 
kind of social factors help to overcome disruptive processes within particular eco-
nomic spheres in cases of disruption or crisis. 
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 Consumer Organisations 
and the Social Resilience of Markets 

Sebastian Nessel

1 Introduction

Abundant studies in new economic sociology have shown that the constitution and 
functioning of markets is based on stable expectations (e.g. Fligstein 2001; Granovet-
ter 1985; White 1981). Only when consumers and fi rms can expect to regularly realize 
income and consumption benefi ts, they will participate in voluntary market exchange. 
However, uncertainty about the appropriateness of decisions to realize income and 
consumption benefi ts is ubiquitous in markets. Uncertainty in market exchange stems 
from the contingent nature of social interaction, the diffi culty to anticipate and fore-
cast the future as well as from the changing nature of markets. For example, techno-
logical innovation and change in market’s social environment permanently challenge 
fi rms’ and consumers’ routine action. Furthermore, various social groups, e.g. con-
sumer organisations or social movements, permanently seek to modify markets, and 
hence the conditions for companies and consumers to act and plan. 

In this article I argue that markets can only reproduce over time if consumers and 
fi rms take up challenges to their routine actions and adjust their expectations accord-
ingly. Consumers and fi rms need to develop skills to cope with change in markets as 
well as change in market’s environment to overcome uncertainties and to form stable 
expectations. I call these skills the social resilience of market actors.1 In this article, 

1 See Lorenz (in this volume) on the concept of social resilience and the difference be-
tween the usage of the concept in social science and natural science. 
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I examine how consumer organisations infl uence the social resilience of consumers 
and fi rms. Consumer organisations provide an outstanding but yet neglected topic in 
sociology to study the social resilience and vulnerability of markets. I show that their 
strategies can both strengthen and weaken the expectations of fi rms and consumers 
regarding their routine market action. To demonstrate the impact of consumer organi-
sations on the resilience and vulnerability of markets, this paper is structured in three 
sections. In the fi rst section, markets are characterized as social structures. The repro-
duction of markets as social structures is based on stable expectations of consumers 
and fi rms regarding anticipated market outcomes. Starting with insights from eco-
nomic sociology, the fi rst section shows that these market expectations are stabilized 
by structural, institutional and cultural factors which are called social embeddedness. 
In the second section of the paper, selected consumer organisations in Germany are 
analyzed. I argue that consumer organisations contribute to the social embeddedness 
of markets. I take an actor-centered viewpoint that shows, that each consumer organ-
isation applies different strategies to infl uence the social structures of markets, and 
the decisions of fi rms and consumers. Different strategies of consumer organisations 
have either stabilizing or destabilizing effects on markets, and hence contribute to the 
social resilience or, accordingly, the vulnerability of markets. Legal and political ef-
forts to change established market rules as well as public campaigns challenge routine 
ways of doing things in markets. In contrast, information about the quality of goods 
and services helps actors to anticipate market outcomes, thus stabilizing their expec-
tations. In the last section of the paper, different strategies of consumer organisations 
are compared and related to the impact they have on the resilience and vulnerability 
of markets. I argue that companies may cooperate with consumer organisations in 
order to increase their resilience against external environmental infl uences. Similarly, 
consumer education and consumer information may stabilize the expectations of con-
sumers regarding the quality of goods and services as well as their ability to cope with 
technological and social change in markets. In contrast, political and legal strategies 
can increase the vulnerability of businesses and consumers by questioning the suit-
ability of their routine market strategies. Finally, the vulnerability and resilience of 
consumers and businesses at the level of the actor is linked to the stability and change 
of markets in general.

2 Markets as Social Structures

Markets can be defi ned as social arenas where actors voluntary exchange resourc-
es. In contrast to other forms of exchange, market exchange is characterized by 
competition. Before resources change hands, that is before market exchange is 
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realized, consumers and fi rms compete to enter into concrete social relations with 
others. Competition between actors precedes exchange. Hence, in market compe-
tition, sellers and buyers regularly and voluntarily choose among a range of offers 
by exchanging partners (e.g. Swedberg 1994, p. 271). Market participants take one 
another into account and orient their actions and expectations towards concrete 
and potential offers. It is precisely this permanent mutual orientation of actors that 
defi nes the social structure of markets. However, the reproduction of markets is not 
limited to the mutual orientation of market actors. As is shown in the next section, 
consumers and fi rms take a wide range of actors into account, including politi-
cians, consumer organisations and other social groups, to form stable expectations 
about potential exchange partners and offers.

The reproduction of markets is inextricably linked to the existence of stable 
expectations. Economic sociology takes the fragile nature of expectations as the 
starting point for the analysis of markets. Three theoretical considerations char-
acterize the fragile nature of expectations. As Marc Granovetter (1985) argues, 
self-interest of atomized actors does not guarantee the stable expectations neces-
sary to reproduce markets. By radicalizing the Hobbesian argument, he suggests 
that anonymous exchange partners must assume that the other side misleads them, 
or is in some way duplicitous. He identifi es a lack of trust as a threat to the stabil-
ity of market exchange. The stability of expectations is fundamentally called into 
question by two other theoretical concepts: The concept of double contingency and 
the concept of uncertainty. Uncertainty refers to diffi culties in anticipating appro-
priate market strategies ex ante. Uncertainty stems from the potential openness 
of the future and the cognitive limitations of market actors (bounded rationality, 
e.g. Beckert 1996). Parsons (see Beckert 1996) formulated the concept of double 
contingency to highlight the fragility of expectations. To form stable expectations 
about market strategies actors must take others into account, and anticipate their 
market behavior. The uncertainty of market decisions, thus, not only stems from 
what actors do no know about their own optimal strategies, but because actors 
know that others also have freedom of choice. All three mentioned concepts – 
trust, uncertainty, and double contingency – theoretically question the stability of 
market expectations. Lack of trust, uncertainty and double contingency, thus, are 
factors that threat the stability of markets. They are vulnerability factors for indi-
vidual market participants, and entire markets.

Studies in economic sociology identify a number of factors that favor stable 
expectations and constitute the reproduction of markets. Three social macrostruc-
tures can reduce uncertainty, and contribute to trust in markets: structural, insti-
tutional and cultural elements (social embeddedness). These elements of social 
embeddedness constitute and regulate markets by stabilizing the expectations of 
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consumers and fi rms. In this respect, they are resilience factors of markets. How-
ever, as I show in the next section, a change of the structural, institutional and 
cultural environment of markets confuses actors’ routine expectations, and hence 
can threaten the stability of markets.

In economic sociology, the structural embeddedness of markets is mainly as-
sociated with sociological network analysis (Podolny 2001; Zukin and DiMaggio 
1991). As Joel Podolny (2001) has suggested, two perspectives of social network 
analysis can be distinguished: a structural and a phenomenological perspective. In 
structural approaches, formal structures of social networks cause economic deci-
sions. In my analysis, a central insight of the structural approach is that informa-
tion from social relations also contributes to trust building in markets. Information 
from network contacts can be used by consumers to reduce uncertainty regard-
ing the quality of goods (Karpik 2010), or to fi nd appropriate offerings (e.g. jobs, 
Granovetter 1974). In contrast, the phenomenological network approach construes 
networks as webs of meaning (Fuhse 2009; White 2000). Network relations are 
conceived of as prisms or lenses through which consumers and fi rms can inter-
pret the market and the behavior of other market participants. Following Harrison 
White, actors interpret their market position by watching their competitors (White 
1981, 2000; see also Mützel 2010). The interpretation of competitors’ signals – for 
example, press releases or other “stories” (Mützel 2010) – are important sourc-
es of information for companies to orient themselves to each other, and thereby 
to occupy distinct market positions. According to White, each market position is 
associated with a distinguishable set of strategies. In his view, the function of net-
works is not only to generate trust but, above all, to helping fi rms occupy distinct 
market niches, and thus to avoid direct competition. White follows that each niche 
indicates a specifi c market strategy, and thus facilitates to coordinate fi rms and 
suppliers (White 1981, 2000). A network relation indicates subsequent decisions 
of action and contributes to the social order of markets. 

White limits his argument about mutual observation to the sellers’ side, and to 
production markets. In a recent study, Mützel (2010) also justifi es this restriction 
in consumer markets arguing that companies face diffi culties when interpreting 
consumer preferences. White and Mützel both assume that consumer preferences 
are “discontinuous” and “hard to estimate”. They claim that fi rms observe other 
fi rms in a market segment to receive more accurate information in order to set 
production strategies. In the following I take up Whites original argument and 
extend it. I argue that companies do not only watch other companies to reduce 
uncertainty about adequate market strategies, but they also observe a variety of 
other actors. This is true in all markets, both consumer and production markets. 
The subsequent sections show show that fi rms observe consumer organisations 
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to anticipate institutional, cultural and technological changes in order to develop 
appropriate strategies of action. 

Another macrostructure that stabilizes the expectations of fi rms and consum-
ers towards market outcomes is institutional rules. Institutional approaches ana-
lyze formal rules such as laws and property rights as well as informal rules such 
as cognitive scripts or conventions (DiMaggio and Powell 1983; Fligstein 2001). 
Formal and informal rules are seen as templates for action. Institutions stabilize 
market expectations and help actors to choose appropriate strategies even in situ-
ations of uncertainty. Such a perspective on institutions is also found in the New 
Institutional Economics, though economic and sociological approaches differ in 
some respects (Nee 2005). The source of formal market rules is political deci-
sion-making. Laws and other regulations are formulated and enforced by national 
states, supranational entities (EU) and international organisations (IMF, World 
Bank, WTO). Given the legal enforcement of states, formal rules are binding for 
all market participants since non-compliance is sanctioned by law (DiMaggio and 
Powell 1983; Fligstein 2001). Formal rules reduce uncertainty at different levels of 
markets. First, legal requirements set a mandatory minimum criterion that defi nes 
the quality of goods and services, e.g technical safety criteria or warranty rights. 
Second, formal rules infl uence the expectations of market participants about what 
actions others might take by sanctioning certain market practices (e.g price fi x-
ing, insider trading). Third, formal rules regulate competition by defi ning who can 
participate in markets and by setting the rules of competition (e.g. for mergers and 
acquisitions). 

In practice, however, formal market rules are frequently bypassed, for example 
by illegal price fi xing or through the action of cartels (Nessel 2012a). Fundamen-
tal for my following argument is that non-compliance with legal regulations is a 
central element of uncertainty in markets, and the vulnerability of market expecta-
tions. There are several reasons for non-compliance with formal rules, for example 
overlapping or unclear laws, or unintended legal violations. Consumers frequently 
struggle with bypassed warranty and contract rights by fi rms. Furthermore, there 
is uncertainty on the consumer side regarding their legal claims against fi rms. I 
will illustrate this arguments more closely in the next section, taking consumer 
complaints to consumer advocates as an example. It should be noted that uncer-
tainty regarding the changing nature of political or legal frameworks that embed 
markets also threatens fi rms’ and investors’ expectations. If fi rms and investors 
are uncertain about future political regulations, investment in market segments 
will not occur or subtracted from them. This can lead to a decline of individual 
fi rms, as well as entire market segments. In many instances, formal rules stabilize 
actors’ expectations (Bourdieu 2005; Fligstein 2001). Nevertheless, formal rules 
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are not always to prevent crises in markets. The recent fi nancial crisis has shown 
this apparently.

In addition to formal rules, informal rules exist in markets. Studies in new 
economic sociology – in particular the sociological neo-institutionalism and the 
fi eld approaches of Bourdieu and Fligstein – focus on local rules in market fi elds 
to trace stable expectations. Though there are different views within sociological 
neo-institutionalism (Nee 2005), its main idea is to focus on institutions as cultural 
patterns “that provide not only legal and normative frameworks, but, above all, 
cognitive orientations for market participants” (Engels 2011, p. 116). To examine 
the effect of informal rules, the fi eld concept is usually deployed as a unit of anal-
ysis (Beckert 2010). Following Fligstein (2001, p. 48), the goal of action in market 
fi elds is to build a system of stable relations (see also Bourdieu 2005). According 
to Fligstein, market fi elds become stable over time when fi rms establish stable 
relations within their company as well as in relation to their competitors. Notably, 
social relationships between fi rms and other actors of the corporate environment 
are not further discussed in fi eld approaches (for an exception see DiMaggio and 
Powell 1983, who at least take the infl uence of consultants into account).

Finally, new economic sociology investigates the cultural embeddedness of 
markets as a third macro structure to stabilize fi rms’ and consumers’ expectations 
(Zelizer 1983; Zukin and DiMaggio 1990). In this paper, cultural embeddedness 
is understood as relevant set of societal norms and values. At the analytical level it 
can be assumed that national societies are built upon a more or less common con-
sensus about norms and values grounded in socialization and habituation (Lüde 
and Scheve 2012). These macrosocial values and norms are superior to informal 
rules in local market fi elds. As does the concept of political embeddedness, the 
concept of cultural embeddedness refers to macro level phenomena. And simi-
lar to fi eld-specifi c rules, cultural norms and values act as cognitive mind-maps 
that provide consumers and fi rms with orientations and frameworks for action. 
However, unlike (informal) fi eld specifi c rules, cultural norms do not originate 
from interaction among market participants. Instead, they are part of a broader 
set of societies culture-specifi c values that are relevant in all markets (Zukin and 
DiMaggio 1990).

Like other forms of embeddedness, cultural embeddedness has a constitutive 
and a regulative effect on market expectations (Zukin and DiMaggio 1990). Its 
constitutive effect infl uences normative and moral ideas that guide economic mo-
tivations (Bourdieu 2005), the legitimation of market products (Zelizer 1983), and 
market competition (Engels 2011). Its regulatory effect infl uences concrete market 
outcomes and decisions. Cultural embeddedness in the form of societal values 
and norms infl uences the views of market actors and their expectations (see for 
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examples Lüde and Scheve 2012; Nessel 2012b). However, it should be noted that 
the interpretation of cultural norms and values differs between social groups and 
is frequently contested among them. Still, market actors and products need to fi nd 
a minimum of cultural legitimacy (Deephouse and Suchman 2008; Zelizer 1983). 
Consumer organisations and social movement frequently call into question the 
“legitimate economic activity” of fi rms, and the “morality” of products (Nessel 
2012b). Thus, the violation of cultural expectations by fi rms and attacks by con-
sumer organisations on the “legitimacy” of fi rms’ behavior may threaten individ-
ual fi rms and can increase the vulnerability of entire market segments (see more 
closely above).

In the previous section I demonstrated that the constitution and functioning of 
markets depends on consumers and fi rms building stable expectations towards 
anticipated market outcomes. These expectations are always precarious due to 
the diffi culty to estimate their interaction with others (double contingency, trust) 
as well as the diffi culty of setting own market strategies (uncertainty). Following 
central insights of the new economic sociology, structural, institutional and cul-
tural conditions are social macrostructures that stabilize fi rms’ and consumers’ 
expectations, and help to reproduce markets over time. However, previous research 
in economic sociology rarely considered that a change in these social structures 
may lead to the destabilization of market expectations, and thus to the decline of 
markets. 

How actors adjust to changing social structures is prerequisite to the social 
resilience of markets. To adapt to changes in markets and markets’ environment 
consumers and fi rms have to develop mechanisms to deal with uncertainties that 
challenge their routine ways of actions. The structural, institutional, and cultural 
approaches presented above implicitly analyze some of these adaptation mecha-
nisms. Harrison White points to the fact that fi rms can cope with uncertainties by 
observing their competitors. The concept of “cultural legitimacy” refers to organi-
sations’ requiring of a minimum of social acceptance, while needing to anticipate 
changing cultural norms and expectations. Firms not only have to take other fi rms 
into account, but they need to observe societal expectations to survive. Similarly, 
it could be argued that companies must take political decisions into account to 
determine future market strategies. The same is true for consumers. Consumers 
need to anticipate changes in the political and cultural environment of markets 
as well as markets’ internal functioning to form stable expectations towards the 
actions of others. As Albert O. Hirschman (1970) argued, these skills diminish 
consumers’ disappointments, reveal slack resources of fi rms, and, thus, stabilize 
markets. Observations of structural, institutional, and cultural conditions as well 
as the development of skills to adapt to their change are, accordingly, mechanisms 
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to strengthen the social resilience of fi rms and consumers. As fi rms and consumers 
strengthen their social resilience they contribute to the existence of markets over 
time. 

3 Consumer Organisations and Markets2

Though often neglected, the study of consumer organisations offers opportunities 
to develop new insights in the fi eld of economic sociology in general and the social 
resilience of markets in particular (Nessel 2014). In this section, I present four case 
studies of consumer organisations in Germany. I focus on the specifi c strategies of 
consumer organisations to advocate for the interests of consumers vis-à-vis fi rms 
and political actors. As I show, these strategies can either contribute to stabilize 
or destabilize consumers’ and fi rms’ expectations. In the following analysis, an 
actor-centered stance is taken. I show that the strategies of consumer organisations 
affect, under some circumstances, the structural, institutional and cultural embed-
dedness of markets. I argue that consumer organisations’ strategies can lead to 
new challenges for market actors, as they infl uence the environment of markets. At 
the same time, consumer organisations act as a prism of the market. They provide 
information for consumers and fi rms to interpret actual and future buying and 
investment strategies, and to cope with change in and outside markets. 

Consumer organisations claim to represent consumer interests vis-à-vis gov-
ernment and business. Depending on the mode of organisation and the mode of 
institutionalization two types of consumer organisations in Germany can be distin-
guished.3 First, are organisations set up by individual consumers. These organisa-
tions advocate on behalf of the interests of individual members, usually in specifi c 
market and policy fi elds (sectoral and member based consumer organisations). 
Examples include tenant associations (Mieterbund), consumer self help groups, as 
well as Utopia and Foodwatch. The latter two organisations are analyzed in more 
detail in the subsequent sections. Second, are organisations founded and fi nanced 

2 The following analysis is based on qualitative case studies that include intensive qual-
itative document analysis and expert interviews. Expert interviews have been con-
ducted with representatives of consumer organisations (15), business associations (4), 
journalists (2), representatives of ministries (3), unions (1) and experts of consumer 
policy (6) (Nessel 2014).

3 In what follows I focus on strategies of consumer organisations and their impact on 
markets. Organisational structures can not be discussed in detail (see Nessel 2014; 
see Kleinschmidt 2010 on STW; see Trumbull 2006 on some aspects of Vz, vzbv and 
STW).
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by the German federal state. These organisations include other organisations as 
members and claim to represent the interests of consumers in (almost) all market 
fi elds (all purpose and state funded consumer organisations). These second level or-
ganisations include sectoral consumer organisations but no individual consumers. 
In Germany, typical examples are organisations that run consumer centers in the 
16 federal states of Germany (Verbraucherzentralen der Länder, Vz); and the Fed-
eration of German Consumer Organisations (Bundesverband der Verbraucherzen-
tralen, vzbv), a nationwide representative of the 16 federal organisations that run 
consumer centers, as well as 25 other nationwide operating consumer associations 
in Germany (such as Mieterbund and other private consumer self help groups).4 
Another organisation, Stiftung Warentest (STW), also represents an all-purpose 
state fi nanced consumer organisation, though there are some differences to the 
afore mentioned German consumer groups (see Kleinschmidt 2010 and below). 
Vz, vzbv and STW were founded by political decisions between 1953 and 1964 and 
are, until today, fi nanced by federal or national mandate. In Germany, only these 
organisations have been granted political and legal rights to “legitimately” persue 
consumer interests within the institutional architecture of German consumer poli-
cy (Nessel 2014; Trumbull 2006). 

Sectoral and all purpose consumer organisations differ in their modes of organ-
isation and in type of institutionalization. I suggest another important difference 
between these two types of organisations: The stances they take against compa-
nies, consumers and government. As I will show in more detail, the strategies of 
consumer organisations can be distinguished in terms of their degree of confl ict 
and cooperation with other market and non-market actors. In the next section, I 
analyze four consumer organisation in Germany: state funded and founded Vz/
vzbv and STW, the fi rst two deploying more confl ictual, the latter more consen-
sual strategies; and, the private organisations Foodwatch (confl ictual) and Utopia 
(consensual). I will show that these organisations deploy different strategies that 
affect the expectations of consumers and businesses, and the social resilience of 
markets in different ways. 

4 For a more detailed account of the organisation of consumer centers, federal and na-
tional organisations representing consumers in central Europe, and some insights in 
German consumer policy see Trumbull (2006).
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3.1 Federal Associations of Consumer Centers 
and the Federation of German Consumer organisations 

The 16 Federal Associations of Consumer Centers in Germany (Vz) and the Feder-
ation of German Consumer organisations (vzbv) were both established by national 
and federal governments between 1953 and 1963. In large parts they are state fund-
ed (about 90 percent). Both organisations have been offi cially declared to represent 
the interests of consumers in public and vis-à-vis politics, legislators, and fi rms. 
Because of political decisions, these organisations were structured as second level 
organisations. Vzbv comprises 25 nationwide operating consumer-orientated or-
ganisations (e.g. tenant organisations and consumer self help groups) as well as 
the 16 federal associations of consumer centers (Vz). Each of the 16 Vz represents 
consumer interests in one of the 16 federal German states. Vz is comprised of local 
consumer organisations such as local tenant associations or church based consum-
er help groups. Vz and vzbv both are second level organisations without individual 
consumers as members. Strictly speaking, vzbv and Vz represent the interests of 
their member organisations, and thus of specifi c social groups. However, both or-
ganisations claim that they advocate for the general interests of all consumers in 
Germany. This claim is supported and legitimized by national and federal law and 
politics. Only these two organisations are granted institutional rights to advocate 
for consumer interests in the legal and political arenas. 

Vzbv and Vz deploy three main strategies to promote consumer interests: po-
litical representation at the national (vzbv) and federal level (Vz), legal strategies 
(class action lawsuits and warnings), and consumer information. Political rep-
resentation is executed in political hearings, in political decision-making, and in 
building public opinion. Since the 1960s, Vz and vzbv are the legal and political 
representatives of consumer interest. They are part of the institutional architecture 
of consumer policy in Germany, and they represent the buyer’s side against busi-
ness associations in policy making (Trumbull 2006). In addition to their formal 
participation in the development of institutional market rules, both organisations 
have close social networks that include members of national parties and ministries 
(political lobbying). 

Alongside their political representation, vzbv and Vz are guaranteed legal re-
sources to enforce consumer interests. These legal resources include the right to 
fi le lawsuits and warnings against fi rms. To fi le lawsuits, Vz needs to act on behalf 
of the “general interest” of consumers in Germany. In contrast to U.S. law, class 
action lawsuits are not granted to a group of individual consumers in Germany 
(Strünck 2005). That is, individual consumers cannot collectively claim their legal 
rights. Class action lawsuits can only be fi led by the Vz. Neither a group of con-
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sumers nor a consumer organisation other than Vz can pursue consumer rights in 
the legal arena. In Germany, class action lawsuits do not compensate consumers’ 
individual losses (e.g. due to fraudulent market behavior or not adhered warranty 
rights). Instead, if class action lawsuits are successful, they result in modifi ed legal 
market rules that prohibit certain behaviors of fi rms, strengthen warranty rights, 
or codes of conduct.5 Besides class action lawsuits, Vz can warn companies to 
refrain from certain business practices. If a fi rm complies with warnings, it signs 
a declaration to stop the criticized practice. Non-compliance with this declaration 
is associated with a fi nancial penalty by law. In many cases, warnings lead compa-
nies to refrain from certain business practices. In other cases, fi rms do not accept 
warnings.6 If fi rms do not accept warnings, legal confl icts between Vz and busi-
nesses follow. If Vz is successful in legal confl icts, fi rms do have to change their 
criticized market practices. Legal resources granted to Vz by law form a powerful 
means to change market rules and the behavior of fi rms. However, it should be 
noted that class action lawsuits and warnings are restricted to two areas of German 
law: warranty law and competition law (e.g. Strünck 2005).

By means of political representation, legal advocacy and enforcement, Vz and 
vzbv seek to change the political and legal framework of markets, that is, their 
institutional embeddedness. Political and legal strategies can challenge companies 
signifi cantly. If the formal embeddedness of markets changes in favor of consum-
ers, as Vz and vzbv intend, consumers’ bargaining power against fi rms and their 
market position are enhanced. Furthermore, the political and legal problematiza-
tion of existing market practices increase fi rms’ uncertainty about the suitability of 
their strategies. Companies must constantly expect that political and legal changes 
may put current strategies into question. Legal attacks on companies also threat 
fi rms’ public reputation, as newspapers and expert journals frequently report on le-
gal confl icts between Vz and fi rms, thus questioning fi rms’ practices in public. Fi-
nally, class action lawsuits expose fi rms to fi nancial risks as non-compliance with 
legal rules are penalized. Because penalties are almost always small in amount, 
this threat is, above all, signifi cant only to smaller companies. 

Consumer information is another strategy vzbv and Vz deploy. On the one 
hand, consumer information is addressed through public campaigns, publications 
on consumer issues, consumer conferences and consumer training. This kind of 
consumer information is meant to increase consumers’ general knowledge about 

5 “Whereas the U.S. rests on the ‘private initiative model’ of class actions, it is the ‘con-
sumer organisation claim model’ as well as the ‘administrative authority model’ that 
prevail in Europe” (Strünck 2005: 209).

6 For an overview of firms’ reactions to warnings see for example vzbv 2012.
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the functioning of markets. In this sense, it aims to increase consumer literacy. 
Consumer literacy enables consumers to better evaluate the quality of goods and 
services, to know their rights against fi rms, gives them the skills to exercise these 
rights, and to cope with change in markets. On the other hand, Vz provide consum-
er information in consumer centers. In consumer centers, consumers can obtain in-
formation regarding all aspects of purchasing decisions (Benner and Weiser 2009). 
Consumer centers provide information on concrete market offers and legal as-
pects of contracts, thus helping consumers to evaluate the “quality” of vendors and 
products. In this respect, the information provided in consumer centers facilitates 
consumer choices. However, most of German consumers visit consumer centers to 
get support in legal confl icts with fi rms.7 Legal advocacy is the main function of 
consumer centers in Germany. The same is true for European consumer centers, 
which have been established by the European Union to help consumers cope with 
legal problems in transnational trade. Legal advocacy in consumer centers does 
not include direct legal representation, but promotes consumer self-help. Consum-
er centers inform about warranty rights and offer means to solve fraud issues with 
fi rms. Taken together, consumer centers reduce consumers’ uncertainty about the 
quality of goods and services, and they help them to solve legal confl icts with 
fi rms. 

To be effective, consumers need to trust consumer center consultants. Rela-
tionships between consultants and consumers are based on trust. However, unlike 
the relationship between fi rms and customers, the relationship between consumer 
consultants and consumers are structured differently. In the latter case, the advi-
sory institution pursues no direct fi nancial gain and is formally obliged to provide 
“objective” information (Benner and Weiser 2009). In this regard, Vz function as 
a “judgment device” (Karpik 2010, p. 96). 

Consumer centers take up and display consumer problems in market exchange. 
In doing so, “consumer complaints help monitor how markets work” (Benner 
and Weiser 2009). As do European consumer centers, German consumer centers 
“identify failing markets from a consumer perspective,”8 while collecting con-
sumer complaints. Consumer complaints are often taken up by political parties 
to take legal and political action against failing markets. Consumer complaints 
brought forward in consumer centers build an empirical foundation for European 

7 These and other consultations have to be privately financed by consumers. The fees 
to get consumer help is, however, and compared to lawyers advice, relatively small in 
amount, dependent on the inquiry.

8 See European Commission (2012), http://ec.europa.eu/consumers/archive/complaints/
index_en.htm.



123Consumer Organisations and the Social Resilience of Markets  

and German authorities to change the political embeddedness of markets (Benner 
and Weiser 2009; European Commission 2012). 

Consumer information and education reduce consumers’ individual uncertainty 
in market transactions. Both strategies provide individual consumers with skills 
and information to cope with market uncertainties. They thus enhance individual 
consumers’ resilience. In contrast, political and legal strategies deployed by vzbv 
and Vz seek to change existing market practices and legal regulations to improve 
consumers’ collective bargaining power in markets vis-à-vis fi rms. As vzbv and 
Vz simultaneously seek to change the legal and political environment of markets 
and hence the collective position of consumers, they call into question the routine 
market strategies of fi rms. In doing so, they make fi rms more vulnerable to fore-
cast market strategies.

3.2 Stiftung Warentest

Like vzbv and Vz, Stiftung Warentest (STW) was established by way of politi-
cal decisions (Kleinschmidt 2010; Trumbull 2006). While Vz and vzbv were set 
up to represent the legal and political interests of consumers in Germany, STW 
is supposed to provide consumers with information about the quality of goods 
and services through comparative product testing. Vz, vzbv on the one hand, and 
STW on the other hand are the representative consumer organisations within Ger-
man consumer policy. STW is organized as a foundation. The organisation was 
endowed with 500.000 Marks in 1963, and granted another 75 million Euro in 
2012 to guarantee its fi nancial sovereignty. However, unlike vzbv and Vz, STW 
receives only a small annual public subsidy (about 11 percent). It actually generates 
about 90 percent of its annual revenue from the sale of consumer magazines. The 
establishment of STW in 1964 institutionalized the idea of   comparative product 
tests in Germany. In the late 1930s, the fi rst permanent product testing organ-
isations emerged in the United States. At the end of the 1950s many European 
countries had established test organisations (Kleinschmidt 2010). Since the 1950s, 
consumers have faced a massive increase in consumer goods and advertising. Both 
developments increased market complexity. The objective of test organisations 
is to reduce consumers’ uncertainty about the quality of products and services 
through comparative product testing. They function as a counterpart to one-sided 
consumer information by companies. To provide consumers with a higher degree 
of information, German government established STW as a “neutral organisation” 
to perform “objective” product tests (Kleinschmidt 2010). 
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Comparative product testing goes through several stages. The fi rst is the selec-
tion of the market objects and the characteristics to be tested. Second, is laboratory 
testing (for goods), and social research such as survey research, document analy-
sis, and observation (for services). Third, the results of comparative product tests 
are evaluated and presented in test magazines. Test results are presented either as 
“quality judgments” or as “market overviews”. Quality judgments evaluate certain 
properties of goods and services and display these properties in differentiated test 
tables. They refer to a whole product or to only some characteristics of a product 
(e.g. handling, safety, durability, technical performance). Quality characteristics 
are differentiated in grades ranging from “very good”, “good”, “satisfactory”, “suf-
fi cient” to “poor”. These different grades are defi ned by statistically weighting 
previously defi ned aspects of goods (e.g. handling, performance, etc.). In 2012, 
approximately 41.000 products were tested and rated by quality judgments. 

In market overviews, services and service providers in a market segment are 
evaluated without assigning a fi nal quality judgment. In market surveys, it is “less 
an in-depth test as an overview of the characteristic of a large number of service 
features” (STW 2012). In contrast to quality judgments, individual consumers have 
to closely compare test tables based on market overviews since STW does not 
present fi nal rankings of products and services. Still, as market overviews com-
pare and make quality aspects visible, they help consumers to evaluate products. 
Because all offers in a market are compared in market overviews, the structure of 
the competition in market segments is elucidated. A striking example of market 
overviews was the comparison between interest rates of consumer loans by Ger-
man banks. 

Test results are disseminated in test magazines, via media and by vendors. In 
Warentest’s magazines test and fi nancial test, and on its website, the organisa-
tion publishes detailed quality judgments and market overviews. Financial test 
publishes all test results in the market segments of fi nancial services (including 
private retirement, investment, and health insurances). In addition, the magazine 
publishes a monthly overview of shares and funds. Results of tests in all other mar-
ket segments are published in test. The results of both magazines are furthermore 
published in special issues and yearbooks. To address the media and consumers 
who do not buy the organisation’s magazines, selected results of tests are com-
municated via press conferences, and (e-mail) newsletters to consumers and jour-
nalists. Furthermore, edited press releases for newspapers, television, and radio 
stations are offered. This latter kind of public communication widely disseminates 
the work and test results of the STW. STW test results are published in newspa-
pers, magazines and through television and radio announcements. Printed media 
publishes 12 articles, television programs report on 5 articles of STW in average 
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every day. This type of information strategy is primarily dedicated to consumers 
and journalists. However, this kind of communication is also intended to pressure 
politicians to take action against market failures (e.g. unsafe products). Through 
the media, the communication of comparative product tests also informs consum-
ers who do not receive magazines about quality aspects of goods and services. 

Warentest’s results are fi nally published by fi rms. After signing a licensee con-
tract, fi rms can advertise their products with quality judgments (usually “very 
good” and “good”). Companies use quality judgments by the independent STW 
to convince consumers of the quality of their products. Many German fi rms use 
STW’s test results and logo on products, and in advertising. In this respect, the 
STW acts as an external institution to certify the quality of products. As empiri-
cal research shows, many consumers rely on the judgments of STW as a credible 
source of information in their buying decisions. Both, consumers and business at-
tribute a high degree of confi dence to test results published by STW (Kleinschmidt 
2010, p. 124; Schrader 2008). 

Quality judgments diminish uncertainty on the buyers’ side, and help fi rms 
verify to consumers the quality of their products. Positive test results expand sales 
(Raffée and Silberer 1984; Schrader 2008). In contrast, poor test results have se-
rious negative consequences on the resources of fi rms. Poor tested products and 
services are removed from the shelves, since consumer demand for these products 
decreases. Not surprisingly, fi rms react to poor test results by changing their prod-
ucts or removing them from the market completely (Raffée and Silberer 1984; 
Schrader 2008). Negative test results suggest that fi rms have slack resources. In 
many cases, poor test results lead to an improvement of products and services. 
Hence, test results by STW lead to innovations in markets and diminish the risk of 
“lemon markets”. Comparative testing, therefore, has a direct impact on the expec-
tations of consumers and fi rms, providing both with information on the quality of 
products, and thereby enhancing quality production in markets (Trumbull 2006; 
Kleinschmidt 2010).

3.3 Utopia

Utopia “[is] Consumer power – Our consumption is changing the world”. This is 
how the organisation, found in 2007, presents itself to the public. Utopia under-
stands “consumer power” as the capability of consumers to bring about change 
in markets through strategic purchasing. Utopia organizes strategic purchasing 
by motivating consumers to take ecological and political concerns into account 
when choosing between goods (buycott), and by channeling consumers’ voice to 
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fi rms. Utopia’s central strategy is to provide a community platform and an online 
consumer magazine. The online consumer magazine publishes information about 
product features, and about the political and ecological “performance” of fi rms. 
In addition, its publications provide information about the ecological impact of 
production and consumption. In contrast to STW, members of Utopia themselves 
can contribute to articles, and evaluate products and fi rms by means of Web 2.0 
applications (see below). 

Utopia seeks to provide consumers with information so that they can exercise 
“political” or “ethical” consumption. Consumer information is displayed in multi-
ple categories on the organisation’s website (e.g. “magazine”, “purchasing advice/
product guide”, and “opinion”). For example, Utopia’s “product guide” recom-
mends “green” and “sustainable” products as well as “point of sales” to purchase 
them. Products and suppliers listed in the product guide are selected by Utopia. 
Utopia classifi es products in “sustainable” and “less sustainable” products. How-
ever, unlike the judgments of STW, Utopia’s quality judgments are not only for-
mulated by experts, but also by members of the organisation.9 Utopia members can 
quantitatively rank products on a scale from one to fi ve. Members also can qualita-
tively evaluate products by written comments on the website (user generated con-
tent). In addition to the information presented by Utopia experts, members’ evalu-
ations of products help consumers assess the sustainability of products. Similar to 
test results of STW, these quality judgments reduce the uncertainty of consumers 
regarding the quality of products. By providing qualitative comments on products 
and their features, Utopia members also act as “feedback agents” to fi rms, as they 
provide them in-depth information about their offerings in the eyes of consumers.

The evaluation of products and services with the help of consumers is Utopia’s 
fi rst strategy to change markets. The provision of Web 2.0 applications to facilitate 
the dialogue between consumers and producers is its second organisational strat-
egy. To put consumers and producers in dialogue about corporate strategies and 
products, Utopia offers “blogs”, “live chats” and “company profi les”. In company 
profi les on Utopia’s website, companies can inform consumers about new prod-
ucts and strategies. Consumers can evaluate and comment on the information that 

9 To become a “member” of Utopia, consumers can register on its website. The organi-
sation counts 25.000 members. It should be noted, that Utopia’s organisational struc-
ture comprises a foundation and a private enterprise that is structured as a “social 
entrepreneurship”. Due to this, consumers can not formally become members of the 
organisation. Strictly speaking, Utopia members are “registered users” of its website. 
However, Utopia takes into account some of its users demands, integrates them in its 
strategy and provides applications for community building within the group of “users” 
as well as between the “users” and the organisation (Nessel 2014). 
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fi rms give regarding their products. Firms can then reply to consumers, and so on. 
Through Utopia’s Web 2.0 applications, “fi rm-consumer dialogues” are initiated. 
Utopia, thus, channels the voice of consumers directly to fi rms. Firms receive in-
formation about given or future consumer preferences, as well as relevant social 
values that guide consumer choices (sustainability). As Albert O. Hirschman ar-
gued (1970), the voice of consumers constitutes an important resource for com-
panies to optimize their business strategies. Similar to the quality evaluation of 
products mentioned above, direct communication between consumers’ voice and 
fi rms provides the latter with detailed information about current market strategies 
from the point of view of the consumer. Firms may, then, better identify consumer 
demands, and set their strategies accordingly. Furthermore, as fi rms expose their 
strategy to a public dialogue with consumers on the Utopia website, fi rms can en-
hance their social legitimacy. 

That fi rms try to enhance their social legitimacy in cooperation with consumer 
organisations can be seen in another project of Utopia, the “Change Maker Pro-
ject”. The core of Utopia’s Change Maker Project is to motivate fi rms to implement 
and maintain sustainable corporate practices (including the integration of “sus-
tainable principles” in management processes and value chains, the reduction of 
emissions and greenhouse gases, surpassing social standards of an industry etc.). 
If fi rms cooperate with Utopia, fi ll a letter of declaration, and fulfi ll the above 
mentioned criteria, they are awarded with the title “Change Maker”. Utopia thus 
certifi es fi rms and enhances the credibility of their sustainability strategies. As the 
Change Maker title is presented on a public conference, and as fi rms tout with the 
title on their websites, fi rms can enhance their social legitimacy by showing that 
they comply with social and ecological consumer concerns. The Change Maker 
Project is intended to motivate fi rms to fulfi ll sustainable business strategies. To 
do so, Utopia eschews blaming fi rms in favor of a strategy that underlines fi rms’ 
“positive” improvements in sustainable production and management decisions.

Consumer information provided by Utopia and STW, as well as the corporate 
dialogue deployed by Utopia are characteristic examples of cooperative strategies 
of consumer organisations. On the one hand, these cooperative strategies pro-
vide fi rms with information about existent and future preferences of consumers, 
thus reducing uncertainty about the suitability of their strategies. On the other 
hand, consumers can stabilize their expectations regarding the quality of products 
through expert and members evaluations on product features. 

In the next section I present an organisation that, similar to Vz and vzbv, utilizes 
more confl icting strategies against fi rms to pursue consumer interests. 
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3.4 Foodwatch

Foodwatch (FW) was founded in 2002 by former Greenpeace International direc-
tor Thilo Bode. FW presents itself as a non-profi t membership organisation, and 
as an alternative to state fi nanced Vz and vzbv. FW actually comprises 25.000 
individual members. In terms of individual members, Foodwatch is the largest 
consumer organisation in Germany.10 It aims to “promote consumer protection 
through consumer advice and information”. To achieve these goals, two strategies 
are deployed: the dissemination of consumer information by means of media cam-
paigns, and the public and political representation of consumers. Media campaigns 
and strategies are at the core of FW tactics, and these campaigns and strategies 
characterize FW in the fi eld of consumer organisations in Germany. Similar to the 
protest of social movements, three aspects are specifi c to FW’s media campaigns: 
First, perceived consumer grievances are identifi ed and blame is attributed to a 
source, usually to fi rms and politics (diagnostic frame). Second, solutions for the 
abolition of perceived problems of consumers are formulated (prognostic frame). 
And third, consumers are mobilized to support political demands (motivational 
frame). 

In order to create media attention, FW annually awards a “negative” prize to 
fi rms (“Golden Cream Puff”). The Golden Cream Puff “rewards” the “most mis-
leading advertising” of fi rms. The campaign strategy of FW exerts pressure on 
fi rms and politics by infl uencing public opinion. To do so, FW scandalizes existing 
market practices and market rules, taking individual fi rm’s behavior as a proxy for 
wrong doing. Campaigns seek to change market behavior of fi rms and political 
actors to take legal action against perceived market failures. As social movement 

10 However, taking the sheer financial resources as a basis, FW as well as other private 
consumer organisations in Germany are rather “small”. FW obtains 1,5 million Euros 
from donations and member fees, Utopia 1 million Euro. In contrast, vzbv obtains 
16 million Euros form the German federal state, the biggest local Vz (Vz NRW) 35 
millions mostly by the EU and the German state of North Rhine Westphalia and its 
communities. STW operates with 46 million Euros mostly from sales of consumer 
magazines. However, state funding and political establishment of Vz and STW cause, 
until today, some restrictions on their strategies (see in more detail Nessel 2014). For 
example,Vz and vzbv can, in contrast to FW, not deploy conflictual media campaigns 
as a strategy as both organisations are formally restricted to the political and legal 
representation of (some) German consumer associations. And STW, in contrast to 
Utopia, is obliged to “neutral” product tests without the help of consumers and without 
the opportunity to taking a political stance (e.g on sustainability). That is, the institu-
tional architecture of German consumer policy affect both, private and state funded 
consumer organisations in their strategies.
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theory in general, and framing theory in particular, shows, the impact of media 
campaigns is determined by internal organisational resources and external envi-
ronmental factors. Benefi cial internal resources to assert campaign goals include 
the professionalization of the organisation and its close social ties to journalists 
who, in many cases, extensively report on FW campaigns, and thus broaden public 
perception of the organisation and its claims. Moreover, its 25.000 members and 
the additional support of subscribers to campaigns form a symbolic capital to em-
phasize its claims. External factors that determine the success of FW campaigns 
include the societal resonance of the deployed campaign frame as well as cultural 
and political opportunities (e.g. consumer awareness for issues of food security). 
Finally, external shocks (e.g. food scandals) affect campaign success, as exter-
nal shocks indicate market failures and favors political and consumer support for 
claims.

For companies, the potential threat of FW campaigns is less material – in con-
trast to some social movements and environmental organisations, FW eschews 
calls to boycott fi rms. The potential threat to fi rms is more symbolic, as FW cam-
paigns primarily address the targets’ reputation. Public media campaigns, directly 
or indirectly, infl uence the normative expectations of consumers, competitors of 
targets, and investors. FW takes market practices of individual fi rms as a proxy to 
question the practices of the food industry as a whole. Or, as the organisation did 
recently, the banking industry. To attract media and consumer attention, the or-
ganisation accuses fi rms of systemically misleading consumers in “labeling” and 
advertising, and of intentionally discriminating against consumers. 

Some fi rms and business associations react to FW attacks by counter campaigns 
to infl uence public opinion. Thus, campaigns subsequently lead to public debates 
about the credibility of fi rms. Campaigns thus put into question the expectations of 
companies about their own strategies as well as consumers’ expectations regarding 
fi rms. Following neo-institutional arguments, it can be concluded that fi rms try to 
affi rm their legitimacy by public expression for and/or direct implementation of 
claims. This is true, when fi rms perceive FW as a representative body of all, or at 
least, great parts of consumer interests. In what follows I present some empirical 
fi ndings that show that some, but not all, fi rms do indeed react to FW claims and 
integrate FW demands into their business strategies.

In some cases, the claims of FW campaigns led to changes in corporate strate-
gies and market offerings. Since the beginning of FW’s biggest campaign in 2007, 
“270.000 Consumer complaints to manufacturers have been sent” (Foodwatch 
2012). 37 product advertisements were criticized during the “golden puff” cam-
paign, and subsequent protest actions were started against these advertisements. 
Out of 37 companies, 15 have withdrawn their product from the market, changed 
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their recipe or modifi ed product advertising (ibid). How fi rms react to the “golden 
puff” nomination, the 2012 “winner’s” reaction reveals an underlying logic. The 
company responded to the attack by withdrawing its product. In a newspaper in-
terview, the management justifi ed its reaction as follows:

“Question:  How did you react to the criticism in the campaign [a high amount of 
sugar in a tea for children]?

Answer:  We have adjusted the product and in November there is a new sugarless tea.
Question:  Although you fi nd your tea useful?
Answer:  We did not want to confuse the consumer and we didn’t want to fi ght out 

against FW in public. The slander always is stronger than the argument.” 
(Tagesspiegel 11.11.2012).

These examples illustrate that companies indeed do react to potential risks resulting 
from media campaigns by consumer organisations. More than immediate material 
losses, the potential reputational risks seem to be a strong incentive for fi rms to 
fulfi ll or, at least, to respond to claims. That fi rms do interpret media campaigns as 
a serious threat to their reputation and market position is also shown in empirical 
studies of social movement research. For example, King and Soule (2007) present 
ample evidence that some companies react to reputational risks with the integration 
of stakeholder claims into their strategies. However, it is not clear so far, which fac-
tors lead to full, or partial integration of claims by some fi rms, whereas other fi rms 
simply reject them. Though many fi rms react to FW claims, many others neither 
take direct action nor publicly state to take them into account. The divergent reac-
tion of fi rms to stakeholder claims yet remains unaccounted for in economic sociol-
ogy and social movement theory. In the next section, I provide some thoughts on the 
puzzling reactions of fi rms to consumer organisations’ diverse strategies. For the 
argument pursued here it should be noted, that FW campaigns sometimes result in 
changing individual production strategies, and in the withdrawal of products from 
the market. Moreover, public struggles between consumer organisations and fi rms 
can deepen crises in market segments. Crises in market segments are likely when 
other stakeholder organisations support social protests and when their claims fi nd 
broad cultural resonance (frame resonance). Especially after external shocks, such 
as the fi nancial or the BSE crisis, social protests can strengthen the political will 
to change existing market rules, and to prohibit certain market strategies. External 
shocks can also hinder or diminish investments in market segments. Both factors 
can lead to crises in market segments and to diminished markets. A recent example 
of the impact of external shocks is the politically initiated “energy revolution” in 
Germany. The nuclear disaster that took place in Fukushima, Japan and the scan-
dalizing campaigns by social movements following it, lead to political decisions to 
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end nuclear energy in Germany by the Year 2020. Though the long-term impact of 
consumer organisations’ media campaigns has yet to be studied, it seems obvious 
that media campaigns can increase the vulnerability of individual companies, and 
the vulnerability of entire market segments (King and Soule 2007; Nessel 2014). 

Campaigns and public consumer information about risks in market exchange 
are FW’s main strategy to change existing market practices. Alongside this strat-
egy, FW deploys political lobbying and seeks legal representation in hearings to 
push forward its claims. To endow political claims with “legitimacy,” FW mobi-
lizes consumers to sign online petitions. The number of individual supporters of 
online petitions frequently exceeds the member base of the organisations. That is, 
FW claims fi nd the support of consumers who are not member of the organisa-
tion. The number of organisational members and non-organisational supporters 
builds FW’s symbolic capital. Building on this symbolic capital, FW claims to 
represent consumers in the political arena, and against the state fi nanced vzbv and 
Vz. The individual membership base and the frequent support of nonmembers in 
campaigns has guaranteed FW its status in the political arena. The organisation is 
frequently invited to political hearings and participates in some fi elds of consumer 
policy in Germany, especially in policy fi elds related to food issues. 

However, in contrast to vzbv and Vz, the organisation, does not possess formal-
ly granted political rights. Instead, it is FW’s public dissemination of “counter-ex-
pertise” to government and industry-related consumer information and its indi-
vidual member base that justifi es its participation in particular issues of consumer 
policy. The inclusion of private consumer organisations alongside state fi nanced 
consumer organisation in German consumer policy can be seen as the integration 
of “civil society” in political processes (Leggewie 2006, p. 155f.). FW proliferation 
of “counter-expertise” through campaigns and political statements addresses the 
cultural and political embeddedness of markets. On the one hand, this strategy 
challenges the expectations of consumers and fi rms as well as the expectations of 
a broader market environment (investors and journalists). On the other hand, FW 
indirectly (via public opinion building) and directly (via political representation) 
infl uences the political embeddedness of markets. FW publicly blames compa-
nies and politics for market failures and for discrimination against consumers. FW 
strategies, the scandalizing campaigns and harsh political demands, are examples 
of confl icting strategies deployed by consumer organisations. Unlike Utopia, FW 
does not seek to change markets in cooperation with fi rms, but against them. Con-
frontational strategies aim to change the expectations of companies, politicians 
and investors through public mobilization. Public mobilization through campaigns 
and political protest seeks to change fi rms behavior and to change the cultural and 
political embeddedness of markets. 
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4 Consumer Organisations and the Social Resilience 
of Markets

In line with new economic sociology it has been argued so far that the permanent 
reproduction of markets depends on consumers and fi rms building stable expecta-
tions regarding market outcomes. With the concept of social embeddedness, new 
economic sociology has identifi ed some structural, institutional, and cultural con-
ditions that build the basis for the reproduction of markets. How market actors 
react to a change in these social structures yet remains understudied. In this article 
I argue that actors’ skills to adapt to the changing structural, institutional, and 
cultural environment of markets are at the core of the social resilience of markets. 
Only if market participants adjust their expectations to changing market condi-
tions in an “appropriate” way, will markets reproduce over time. In contrast, chal-
lenges to routine ways of doing things in markets and to anticipate future market 
developments make them more likely to fail. Markets are at risk to fail over time, 
if consumers and fi rms do not “appropriately” adjust their expectations and strat-
egies to environmental change of markets, and markets’ internal developments. 

In the previous analysis of consumer organisations in Germany, six strategies 
have been analyzed in relation to the expectations of fi rms and consumers and, 
accordingly, to the social resilience of markets. These strategies include consumer 
information, consumer literacy, corporate dialogue (cooperation between consum-
er organisations and fi rms), legal strategies (warnings and class lawsuits), political 
strategies (political participation and lobbying), and scandalizing campaigns. An 
overview of strategies deployed by consumer organisations in Germany is summa-
rized in the following table (Table 1).

Table 1 Strategies of consumer organisations in Germany (Nessel 2014)

Strategies Utopia Stiftung
Warentest

Vz/Vzbv Foodwatch

Consumer information Yes Yes Yes

Consumer literacy Partly Partly Yes

Corporate dialogue Yes Partly

Legal strategies Yes

Political strategies Yes (formal) Yes (informal)

Scandalizing Campaigns Yes

Stance towards politics 
and fi rms

Cooperative Neutral/
Cooperative

Confl icting Confl icting
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Consumer information, corporate dialogue and consumer education represent 
cooperative strategies of consumer organisations. These strategies stabilize the 
expectations of consumers and fi rms. Thus, cooperative strategies increase the 
social resilience of markets. In contrast, legal and political strategies, and media 
campaigns are confrontational strategies. These confrontational strategies seek to 
change the legal, cultural and political environment of markets in favor of consum-
ers. They are intended to directly enhance consumers’ bargaining power against 
fi rms. In addition, they indirectly infl uence investors perception of fi rms’ market 
position and provide politicians with information of market “failures”. Confl icting 
strategies thus increase the vulnerability of fi rms and, thus, of markets. In conclu-
sion, I compare differences within and between cooperative and confl icting strate-
gies and analyze their impact on the expectations of fi rms and consumers, and on 
the resilience and vulnerability of markets.

Mainly, consumer information has a stabilizing effect on the expectations of 
consumers. The STW evaluates the quality of products and services through com-
parative testing. Having been established by German authorities, STW is formally 
obliged to provide “objective” information to consumers. STW does so by expert 
opinions (“external laboratories” or experts of the organisation). Similarly, con-
sumer advice of Vz in consumer centers is based on opinion of the organisation’s 
experts. Unlike comparative product tests conducted by STW, consumer centers 
take the individual social and fi nancial situation of consumers as a basis to help 
them choose suitable goods and services. STW and Vz both offer consumer in-
formation on almost all aspects of goods and services. To evaluate the quality 
of products, Utopia, instead, focuses on the assessment of sustainability. And in 
contrast to STW and Vz, Utopia evaluates the (sustainable) quality of goods and 
services with the help of its members. Though it differs in practice, the information 
strategy of all three organisations reduces the uncertainty of consumers regarding 
the quality of goods and services and help consumers to reduce market complexity. 

Furthermore, publications of the three organisations address consumer litera-
cy.11 Consumer literacy refers to consumer skills to better cope with the changing 
conditions of markets. As Hirschman (1970) has argued, disappointed expecta-
tions of consumers about the quality of products and services destabilize markets. 

11 In this article, I have focused only superficially on consumer literacy in the section on 
Vz and vzbv. Vz and vzbv are the two German consumer organisation that deploy this 
strategy most intensively. However, Utopia and STW touch consumer information in 
almost all of their publications. I have neglected this fact to make clear the main dif-
ferences between the strategies of the presented consumer organisations (see in more 
detail Nessel 2014). Though STW and Utopia seek to enhance consumer literacy, it is 
not characteristic for their strategy as it is for Vz and vzbv.
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Following Hirschman, it can be concluded that consumer information and literacy 
help consumers to evaluate new and existent products, as well as to adapt to legal 
and cultural change in market’s environment. Consumer information and consum-
er literacy both stabilize markets as they increase the resilience of consumers at 
the actor level. However, it should be noted that not all consumers take consumer 
information and consumer literacy into account (Nessel 2014). Generally, consum-
ers with high economic and cultural capital are more likely to use comparative 
product tests when purchasing. And the target group of Utopia is fi rst and foremost 
a “vanguard from the green consumer movement”, neglecting other groups. How-
ever, as some studies on comparative product testing have shown, test results indi-
rectly encourage quality competition in markets, and via public media also reach 
consumers who do not buy test magazines (Raffée and Silberer 1984; Schrader 
2008). This effects of consumer information can thus improve the social resilience 
of markets at the system level, but with the above mentioned restrictions, that is, 
the unequal distribution of market opportunities between different social groups.12

In this article, I have analyzed corporate dialogues as another strategy deployed 
by consumer organisations. Corporate dialogues designate cooperation between 
fi rms and consumer organisations in joint projects (e.g. Utopia’s Changemaker 
project). Corporate dialogues point to the provision of communication channels 
that put consumers and fi rms in constructive dialogue. Corporate dialogues are 
meant to help fi rms to adjust strategies and products to consumer demands. Within 
corporate dialogues, consumers can express their voice to fi rms. Firms can use 
consumers voice to reduce uncertainty regarding given and future consumer pref-
erences. Firms can use the feedback from STW and Utopia as a prism of the mar-
ket. By observing expert evaluations (STW, Vz) and consumer judgments (Utopia) 
about their products, fi rms may obtain important information to cope with un-
certainties regarding consumer preferences. The voice of consumers can refl ect a 
fi rm’s slack resources and help fi rms to optimize business strategies (Hirschman 
1970; Nessel 2014). Cooperative consumer organisations channel the voice of con-
sumers to fi rms, and thus increase the impact of the voice option. In conclusion, 
consumer information, consumer literacy, and corporate dialogue, have a stabiliz-
ing effect on the expectations of those consumers and fi rms that take these cooper-
ative strategies into account when setting buying or production decisions.

In contrast to cooperative strategies, confl ictual strategies increase the vulner-
ability of markets. Confl ictual strategies challenge fi rms’ routines and enhance 
their uncertainty about future strategies. Legal and political strategies have a di-

12 A closer analysis of consumer organisations and social inequality is presented in Nes-
sel 2014.
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rect impact on fi rms’ fl ow of resources and the strategies of individual market 
participants. In particular, collective action suits can have sever negative fi nan-
cial impacts on smaller companies. Legal and political strategies can also result 
in changing legal market rules, thus calling into question the practices of fi rms. 
When existing market rules are prohibited or changed, or more generally speak-
ing: consumer protection is increased, the political embeddedness of markets 
changes (see also Trumbull 2006). As studies in economic sociology show, the 
political embeddedness of markets affects the strategies of fi rms and the forms 
of market competition (Bourdieu 2005; Fligstein 2001). If uncertainty about the 
development of market regulation increases, the uncertainty of companies in the 
defi nition of future strategies does as well. Furthermore, potential investors will be 
more reluctant to invest in fi rms and market segments, if they feel uncertain about 
legal and political developments.

Even more than political and legal strategies, campaigns increase the vulnera-
bility of fi rms (see also Strünck 2005). Campaigns of confrontational consumer or-
ganisations aim to scandalize market practices of companies publicly. The public 
questioning of fi rms exposes them to reputational risks. Attacks on the reputation 
of fi rms can challenge established expectations of consumers and investors and 
subsequently lead to the reduction of sales or investments (King and Soule 2007). 
Companies have to take into account that campaigns will negatively affect their 
reputation in the eyes of consumers and investors. A decline of reputation can 
lead to material losses. As King and Soule (2007) show empirically, stock pric-
es for “attacked” fi rms decline as the press follows negative campaigns of social 
movements. Not surprisingly, some fi rms are extremely sensitive to consumer or-
ganisations’ campaigns and take their demands into account. Due to reputational 
risks, some fi rms take products from the market, change product’s recipes or ad-
vertising, or respond to media campaigns with counter-attacks. That consumer or-
ganisations’ attacks on a fi rm’s reputation signifi cantly challenge the existence of 
that fi rm has also been shown in sociological neo-institutionalism. Empirical and 
theoretical fi ndings in neo-institutionalism illustrates that fi rms’ “survival rates” 
are closely intertwined with “social legitimacy” (Deephouse and Suchman 2008). 
If the social legitimacy of fi rms is challenged by consumer organisations, they 
are exposed to increased vulnerability. Scandalizing campaigns challenge fi rms’ 
social legitimacy and thus their “survival rate”.

However, cooperation between consumer organisations and fi rms can increase 
the social legitimacy of the latter. Firms can observe consumer organisations to 
anticipate actual and anticipated demands of consumers and adjust their strategies 
as well as their expectations to them. In this sense, consumer organisations can 
also help fi rms to identify and forecast potential crises. The criticisms of consum-
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er organisations can be interpreted by fi rms as a loss of confi dence in the eyes of 
consumers and investors. The problematization of market practices by consumer 
organisations cannot only challenge fi rms, but can strengthen their resilience as 
well. If fi rms perceive consumer organisations as a vanguard of relevant consumer 
interests, attacks on individual companies are a signal for them and their competi-
tors to screen strategies about possible problems of consumer acceptance. Attacks 
also point to problems in the implementation of technical and social strategy de-
cisions. That companies watch consumer organisation and adjust their strategies 
to their claims has been shown in studies on the impact of comparative product 
testing by STW (Raffée and Silberer 1984; Schrader 2008). Firms frequently take 
into account tests results to adjust their new market products accordingly. Firms 
also anticipate test methods to align their products in advance of it. This impact 
of consumer tests is due to the fact that negative test results diminish sales of 
products and services (Raffée and Silberer 1984). Negative Test results increase 
the (fi nancial) vulnerability of companies in the short run, but can help individual 
fi rms, and their competitors, to better evaluate consumer preferences in the long 
run.  

The certifi cation of corporate strategies by external actors such as NGOs or 
consumer organisations can also be a resource for fi rms to increase social legiti-
macy and to increase sales (Münch 2008; Nessel 2014). External certifi cation of 
fi rms reduces the uncertainty of consumers about the quality of products (Karpik 
2010). At the same time, external certifi cation allows companies to reduce uncer-
tainty about the future acceptance of new products or management standards. Ob-
serving consumer organisations provides fi rms with information about consumer 
preferences, future changes of markets, or markets’ environment. Harrison White 
has identifi ed this mechanism of mutual observation as a stabilizing factor of mar-
kets. I have shown in this article, that the mutual observation between fi rms and 
consumer organisations has a similar effect on the resilience of individual fi rms, 
and on the stability of markets more general.

Firms’ observations of and their cooperation with consumer organisations helps 
them to cope with uncertainties, and to plan future strategies. Moreover, consumer 
organisations stimulate the social skills of consumers and increase their knowl-
edge in evaluating products by means of consumer information and consumer lit-
eracy. The mutual observation of market actors as well as their ability to adapt to 
changes in the structural, institutional, cultural, but also the technical environment 
of markets are mechanisms that increase the social resilience of markets. In con-
trast, the problematization of market practices as well as political-legal strategies 
deployed by consumer organisations to change market rules increases the vul-
nerability of fi rms and consumers. Scandalizing campaigns, legal and regulato-
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ry measures can furthermore deepen the decline of entire market segments. The 
decline of markets is likely, when exogenous crises coincide with political wills 
to take action against market practices. Confrontational strategies of consumer or-
ganisations can motivate political interventions in markets and impede investment 
by consumers and investors. Confrontational strategies of consumer organisations 
can also negatively affect the expectations of fi rms’ competitors, consumers and 
investors, and hence deepen market crises. The extent to which cooperative and 
confrontational strategies of consumer organisations infl uence the resilience of en-
tire markets demands more study. The results of this paper suggest that the vulner-
ability of markets is increased when consumers, fi rms, and investors are massively 
confused by confrontational strategies of consumer organisations. In contrast, co-
operative strategies of consumer organisations seem to contribute to the resilience 
of markets, if fi rms and consumers take consumer information, consumer literacy, 
and consumer voice into account to anticipate changes in the social and technical 
embeddedness of markets and stabilize their expectations accordingly.
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 Part III
RESILIENCE IN THE SOCIAL SPHERE: 
THEORETICAL AND EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE



  Responses to Discrimination 
and Social Resilience Under Neoliberalism

The United States Compared1

 Michèle Lamont, Jessica S. Welburn, and Crystal M. Fleming

Members of stigmatized groups often live with the expectation that they will be 
overscrutinized, overlooked, underappreciated, misunderstood, and disrespected 
in the course of their daily lives. How do they interpret and respond to this lived 
reality? What resources do they have at their disposal to do so? How are their 
responses shaped by neoliberalism? How can responses to stigmatization foster 
social resilience?

This chapter enriches our understanding of social resilience by considering 
whether and how stigmatized groups may be empowered by potentially contradic-
tory contextual forces – more specifi cally, by cultural repertoires that enable their 
social inclusion. 

1 This research developed in the context of an international research project. Conversa-
tions with our collaborators Joshua Guetzkow, Hanna Herzog, Nissim Mizrachi, Elisa 
Reis, and Graziella Silva de Moraes fed our thinking in multiple ways. Our chapter 
also benefitted from the input of the members of the Successful Societies Program 
and the support of the Canadian Institute for Advanced Research, as well as from 
comments from Kathleen Blee, Robert Castel, Anthony Jack, Carol Greenhouse, and 
Andreas Wimmer. 
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“We consider repertoires to be social scripts, myths, and cultural structures and 
that the content of these repertoires varies to some extent across national contexts” 
(Lamont & Thévenot 2000).2 We also consider that certain repertoires can foster 
resilience by feeding the capacity of individuals to maintain positive self-concepts; 
dignity; and a sense of inclusion, belonging, and recognition.3 We argue that so-
cieties provide individuals with different means for bolstering their identity and 
building resilience. This is accomplished by making available repertoires that are 
fed by national ideologies, neoliberalism, and narratives concerning the collective 
identity of their groups.4

 The research was presented in a number of settings where the reactions of the au-
dience broadened our thinking: the Institut Marcel Mauss; Ecole des Hautes études 
en sciences sociales; the Centre Maurice Halbwachs; Ecole normale supérieure; the 
Obervatoire sociologique du changement, Sciences Po; the seminar “Cities are Back 
in Town,” Sciences Po; the Humanities Center, University of Pittsburg; the Depart-
ments of Sociology at Yale University, Boston University, Brandeis University, and 
Brown University; the Faculty of Social Sciences and History of the Diego Portales 
University, Santiago de Chile; the POLINE conference on Perceptions of Inequality, 
Sciences Po (Paris, May 2011); the Nordic Sociological Association meetings (Oslo, 
August 2011); the Adlerbert Research Foundation Jubilee Conference on “Creating 
Successful and Sustainable Societies” (Gothenburg, November 2011); and the meet-
ings of the Association for the Study of Ethnicity and Nationalism (London, March 
2012). Funding for the comparative study of responses to stigmatization and for data 
gathering in Brazil was provided by a faculty grant and a Weatherhead Initiative grant 
from the Weatherhead Center for International Affairs, Harvard University. Research 
on African Amer ican responses to stigmatization was funded by a grant from the Na-
tional Science Foundation (# 701542). Research on Israeli responses to stigmatization 
was funded by a grant from the US-Israeli Binational Science Foundation. Michèle 
Lamont acknowledges the generous support of the Canadian Institute for Advanced 
Research. We thank Travis Clough for his technical assistance.

2 On repertoires, see Swidler (1986), and Tilly (2006). Although collective imaginaries 
provide to a group a sense of shared past and future, as well as shared identity (see 
the introduction to Hall & Lamont 2013, pp. 1-31), the term “repertoire” can be apply 
to such collective imaginaries, as well as to other relatively stable schemas or cultural 
structure. 

3 On recognition, see Taylor (1991), Honneth (1996), and Fraser and Honneth (2003). 
Walton and Cohen (2011) have shown that social belonging increases self-reported 
well-being among African American college students. In future research, we will con-
sider how various types of responses to stigmatization influences subjective well-be-
ing. On collective imaginaries and health, see Bouchard (2009).

4 Other repertoires may be more relevant in other societies and historical periods. We take 
Jenkins (1996) theory concerning social identity as a point of departure: we understand 
it as resulting from both self-identification (e.g., what it means for African Americans 
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Considering repertoires is an essential macro complement to the generally 
more micro approaches to resilience and responses to stigma. It shifts the focus 
on social resilience conceived as a feature of groups as opposed to a feature of 
individuals. It also brings to light neglected conditions for recognition and social 
inclusion, which are essential dimensions of successful societies (Hall & Lamont 
2009). For instance, Wright & Bloemraad (2012) show that societies that adopt 
multicultural narratives about collective identity and multicultural policies (i.e., 
that score high on the multiculturalism index) signal to immigrants that they value 
their contributions to the host society. These societies not only provide recogni-
tion to immigrants but also foster their emotional and cognitive engagement in 
this host society as manifested for instance in their greater political participation. 
This means that repertoires matter. Also, while stigmatization and discrimination 
toward particular groups is a universal feature of societies, national histories of 
group boundaries, confl ict, and reconciliation vary. Societal trajectories of group 
relations shape the opportunities and resources individuals have at their disposal 
for understanding and dealing with stigmatization and thus affect their resilience.

Although this chapter concerns primary the United States, we adopt a compar-
ative approach and also describe responses to stigmatization in Brazil and Israel, 
countries where the boundaries separating the main stigmatized group from oth-
er groups differ in their degree of permeability and porousness (Lamont & Bail 
2005). In the three national settings under consideration, we focus on responses to 
stigmatization among members of groups that are marked on different bases and 
with different intensities, that is: (a) African Americans in the New York metropol-
itan area; (b) Afro-Brazilians in Rio de Janeiro; and (b) Ethiopian Jews, Mizrahis 
(Oriental Jews), and Arab citizens of Israel in the greater Tel Aviv. “Whereas the 
fi rst three groups have historically been stigmatized based on phenotype, Mizrahis 
are discriminated against based on ethnicity – although they are a majority group 
in Israel. For their part, Arab Israelis are primarily stigmatized because of their 
ethno-religious identity – that is, as Arabs and non-Jews”.5

The comparison is informed by interviews conducted with large samples of “or-
dinary” middle class and working class men and women in each of these three na-
tional contexts (with 150 interviews in the United States, 160 in Brazil, and 125 in 

to belong to this group) and group categorization (the meaning given to this group by 
outgroup members; see also Cornell & Hartman 1997 and Brubaker & Cooper 2000).

5 Bases of stigmatization are historically contingent, with (for instance) biological rac-
ism being replaced by cultural racism in the so-called “post-racialism” era in the Unit-
ed States (Bobo 2011).
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Israel).6 These individuals are ordinary in the sense that they are not characterized 
by, nor selected on the basis of, their involvement in social movements related to 
identity politics (unlike Moon 2012). They were selected as research participants 
generally randomly based on criteria such as place of residence, occupations, and 
level of education (see Appendix for details). This approach is most appropriate 
for documenting the whole range of responses to stigmatization found in a popu-
lation without privileging social actors who are most politicized. This is necessary 
because we are concerned with how the consolidation of collective identity may 
affect everyday responses to racism.7

The empirical focus of interviews is accounts of rhetorical and strategic tools 
deployed by individual members of stigmatized groups to respond to perceived 
stigmatization (a broad term that includes or accompanies perceived assaults on 
dignity, blatant racism, and discrimination). Responses to stigmatization can be 
individual or collective, and they take a variety of forms such as confronting, evad-
ing or defl ating confl ict, claiming inclusion, educating or reforming the ignorant, 
attempting to conform to majority culture or affi rming distinctiveness, wanting to 
“pass” or denouncing stereotyping, and engaging in boundary work toward un-
desirable “others” when responding to stigmatization. They also include “exit” 
strategies, such as “limiting contacts,” “absorbing it,” “ignoring the racists,” and 
“managing the self” (Fleming et al. 2011). These responses (including decisions to 
not respond) occur both in private (when individuals ruminate about past experi-

6 This research was conducted by three groups of social scientists who have engaged in 
a collab orative study since 2005. We adopted a comparative approach with parallel re-
search designs and data collection procedures. Core collaborators in Israel are Joshua 
Guetzlcow (Department of Anthropology and Sociology, Hebrew University), Hanna 
Herzog, and Nissim Mizrachi (Department of Anthropology and Sociology, Tel Aviv 
University). For Brazil, collaborators are Elisa Reis and Graziella Silva (Interdisci-
plinary Center for the Study of Inequality, Federal University of Rio). For the United 
States, the core team consists of Crystal Fleming (Department of Sociology, State Uni-
versity of New York at Stony Brook), Michèle Lamont (Department of Sociology and 
Department of African and African American Studies, Harvard University), and Jessi-
ca Welburn (Department of Sociology and Department of African-American Studies, 
University of Michigan). The U.S. team benefitted from the assistance of Monica Bell, 
Mellisa Bellin, Steven Brown, Moa Bursell, Nathan Fosse, Nicole Hirsch, Véronique 
Irwin, Anthony Jack, Michael Jeffries, and Cassi Pittman.

7 The notion of “everyday response to stigmatization” is inspired by Essed (1991)’s no-
tion of everyday racism as “…  integration of racism into everyday situations through 
practices that activate underlying power relations” (50). It also expands on Aptheker 
(1992)’s definition of anti-racism as rhetoric aimed at disproving racial inferiority. 
For a discussion of everyday anti racism, see Pollock (2008). On stigma, see Goffman 
(1963).
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ences and try to make sense of them) and in public (when they interact with others 
while reacting to specifi c events or incidents) (see Bickerstaff 2012 on public and 
private responses).

As we explored responses to stigmatization, we paid special attention to inter-
viewees’ references to national histories and scripts and to collective myths, as 
well as to their views concerning what grounds cultural membership and belong-
ing – criteria ranging from economic success to morality and cultural similarities 
(Lamont 2000). In doing so, we aimed to capture what repertoires respondents 
drew on in describing situations of stigmatization and how they dealt with them. 
We also gathered information on their beliefs about, and explanations for, equality 
and differences between human groups.8 Although comparative studies of race re-
lations are generally focused on political ideology and state structures (e.g., Marx 
1998; Lieberman 2009) or elite discourse (e.g., Van Dijk, 1993; Eyerman, 2002),9 
we connect such ideologies to individual narratives about daily experiences, inter-
group relationships, and group boundaries.10

Our topic is particularly signifi cant at the present juncture and this, for two 
reasons: First, to the extent that neoliberalism is often associated with individu-
alization, depoliticization, and a fl ight away from social justice movements (Laz-
zarato 2009; Greenhouse 2011), we need to better distinguish between responses 
to stigma aim to correct the situation of the individual or that of the group (see also 
Ancelovici (Chapter 12) on French responses to class domination). Second, in the 
current period of growing economic inequality, members of stigmatized groups 
are often more vulnerable (Pierson and Hacker 2010; also Welburn 2012 on the 
downwardly mobile African American middle class).11 In this period of increased 

8 This approach is developed in Lamont (2000). Drawing on the sociology of science, 
it focuses specifically on how ordinary people construct facts on the nature of human 
groups based on various types of evidence. See also Morning (2009) on racial concep-
tualizations and Roth (2012) on racial schemas.

9 Space limitation precludes a comparison of our approach with the influential critical 
discourse analysis approach to racism (e.g., Wodak 2001) or to more political studies 
of white and black anti-racism (Feagin & Sikes 1994; Picca & Feagin 2007; for a re-
view, see O’Brien 2007.)

10 On groupness and ethno-racial boundaries, see Zolberg & Woon (1999); Lamont 
(2000); Lamont & Molnar (2002); Todd (2004); Wimmer (2006); Pachucki, Pender-
grass & Lamont (2006); Bail (2008); Brubaker (2009); Alba (2009); and Massey & 
Sanchez (2010).

11 In May 2012, the Bureau of Labor Statistics reported that 7.4 percent of whites were 
currently unemployed compared with 13.6 percent of African Americans. Research 
has also consistently shown that African Americans have considerably less wealth 
than whites, which includes lower homeownership rates, less saving, and few invest-
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insecurity, it is particularly urgent to better understand which resources (cultural 
and others) enable the development of their social resilience and the lessening of 
vulnerabilities.

Our concern is subjectivities in the neoliberal age. The growing literature on the 
neoliberal subjectivities has focused primarily on the transformation of middle and 
upper-middle class selves under late capitalism (e.g., Hearn 2008), described alter-
natively (under the infl uence of Giddens 1991, Boltanski and Chiapello 1999, and 
others) as having self-actualizing, networked, branded, and cosmopolitan selves. 
Social scientists have generally neglected the national scripts or myths made avail-
able to “ordinary” working class people, who make up half of our respondents and 
more than the majority of the American population. This group is also neglected 
in studies of everyday responses to racism – despite a huge literature on African 
Americans’ responses to racism, particularly through social movements (but for 
a few exceptions, e.g., Frederick (2010) on African Americans’ aspirations to be 
millionaires).

The paper opens with two examples of experiences and responses to stigma-
tization by African American men. It discusses what most African Americans 
interviewees believe is the best way to respond to racists: confrontation. It also 
explores how this response is shaped by American national histories and myths. 
Second, drawing on the collective work of our collaborators in Brazil and Isra-
el (as presented in a special issue of Ethnic and Racial Studies by Lamont and 
Mizrachi 2012), we sketch how responses to stigmatization in these countries are 
also shaped by national collective myths, including those that concern the history, 
place, and salience of ethno-racial minorities in the polity. Third, we take a closer 
look at the American case to examine how responses to stigmatization are shaped 
by (a) repertoires about matrices of human worth that are connected to neoliberal-
ism and that emphasize competition, consumption, individualization, and personal 
achievement and (b) repertoires tied to African American collective identity, its 
tradition of resilience, and its distinctive criteria of worth. Information on research 
design, selection, interviews, and data collection and analysis are available in the 
Appendix.

Drawing only on questions we asked interviewees concerning their ideal or 
“best approaches” to responding to stigmatization, the chapter highlights the re-
sponses to stigmatization in Brazil, Israel, and the United States. We found that 

ments (e.g., Conley 1999; Oliver & Shapiro 2006; Pew Charitable Trust Foundation 
2011). For example, Shapiro & Oliver (2005) find that African Americans control only 
ten cents for every dollar whites control. A 2011 report by the Pew Charitable Trust 
Foundation shows that the wealth gap has only grown since the 2008 global recession.
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the most popular response among African Americans we talked to is confront-
ing racism (Fleming et al. 2011), which is motivated by a national history of de 
jure racial exclusion and fed by the lasting legacy of the civil rights movement. In 
contrast, most Afro-Brazilian interviewees assert the centrality of racial mixture 
(variously defi ned) in their society, including the notion that “we are all a little 
black.” In this context, they promote accommodation over confrontation (Silva & 
Reis 2011) as more compatible with national iden tity and culture (with reference 
to the notion of racial democracy). For their part, interviewees from stigmatized 
Jewish groups in Israel emphasize shared religion over ethno-racial identity and 
respond to stigmatization by asserting the Jewish identity they share with the ma-
jority group (Mizrachi and Herzog 2011). Finally, in the face of strong ethnic and 
religious discrimination, Arab Israelis respond by evoking the universal respect 
of human dignity. They also avoid making claim based on group rights (Mizrachi 
and Zawdu 2012). We suggest that in each case, these responses are facilitated by 
widely available cultural myths about national belonging – more specifi cally, by 
the American dream, the myth of Brazilian racial democracy, and Israeli Zionism.

A closer look at the American case reveals that African Americans draw on 
two additional repertoires in responding to stigmatization. First, they use a reper-
toire made more readily available by neoliberalism, which focuses on scripts that 
value competition, consumption, individualization (Bourdieu 1998), and personal 
achievements (in line with market fundamentalism (Somers 2008). These scripts 
of response go hand in hand with individualist explanations of low achievement, 
poverty, and unemployment, which are often associated with poor moral character 
(laziness, lack of self-reliance), as opposed to market and structural forces.12 Sec-
ond, they use a repertoire that is connected to group identity and that celebrates 
shared culture and experiences. These narratives are sources of pleasure and com-
fort that can act as a counterweight to feelings of isolation and powerlessness, and 
as such, enable social resilience. These repertoires also emphasize moral strength 
and a history of survival that mitigate self-blaming and may also act as a resource 
for social resilience. Finally as Lamont (2000) argued based on interviews con-
ducted in 1993, we also fi nd an alternative moral matrix of evaluation that allows 
African Americans to not measure themselves by the dominant standard of socio-

12 Similarly, Greenhouse (2011) argues that the moral construction of African Americans 
and poverty has been profoundly transformed under neoliberalism – with a stronger 
stigmatization of welfare dependency and celebration of a neoliberal self. This means 
that the tools with which African Americans respond to racism are themselves the 
product of neoliberalism.
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economic success.13 These alternative repertoires can potentially act as sources of 
social resilience by broadening the criteria of social inclusion.

National narratives that stress the American history of racism and fi ght against 
racial domination (of the type associated with the American civil right movement 
and with African American social movements, such as the Black Panthers) and 
representations of shared African American collective identity characterized 
by resilience can enable collective responses oriented toward confrontation. But 
scripts central to neoliberalism may favor also primarily individualist responses to 
stigma, particularly the pursuit of individual mobility.

Addressing whether individual or collective responses have positive or negative 
association with social resilience is beyond the scope of this chapter. However, we 
point out ways in which the various repertoires respondents draw on may affect 
social resilience. For instance, although a focus on personal achievement may en-
courage African Americans to escape stigma through an agentic, autonomous and 
universalist logic (as one respondent puts it, “get the skills to get the job – may the 
best man win”), it may also limit the appeal of alternative matrixes of evaluation 
(e.g., the notion that blacks have a caring self and solidarity) (Lamont 2000) that 
emphasizes morality, downplays socioeconomic success, and thus sustains positive 
self-images despite low social status.

This chapter builds directly on Successful Societies: How Institutions and 
Culture Affect Health, which focused on the capability of individuals and groups 
to respond to the challenges they encounter and on how institutions and shared 
cultural repertoires serve as resources and buffers against the “wear and tear of 
inequality” that epidemiologists address (Clark et al. 1999; Hertzman & Boyce 
2010). National identity, scripts provided by neoliberalism, and scripts about col-
lective identity, are some of the main repertoires or toolkits on which individuals 
draw to gain recognition and respond to the challenges they face (Lamont 2009). 
Thus, resilience is maintained not only by inner moral strength and resourceful-
ness or by social support (often emphasized in popular and scholarly writings) 
but also through the repertoires that sustain recognition or the institutionalization 
and circulation of positive conceptions of individual or collective selves. From 
this perspective, members of stigmatized groups vary with regard to their ability 
to reshape group relations in ways that allow for the widespread adoption of rep-
resentations and narratives asserting the dignity and worth of their group.

13 This is one of the three elements of definition of social resilience at the center of Hall 
and Lamont (2013). The two other dimensions are ability to imagine better futures 
that are within one’s reach and the ability to resist discrimination, exploitation, and 
exclusion.
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This argument complements social psychological approaches to resilience. So-
cial psychologists typically focus on the psychological orientations that fos ter in-
dividual resilience, such as privileging the in-group as a reference group (Crocker, 
Major & Steele, 1998)14 and having a strong racial identifi cation or biculturalism 
(Oyserman & Swim 2001). They also consider the impact of cognitive ability, pos-
itive self-perception, and emotional regulation on resilience, as well as the broader 
environment, generally network and community support (see Son Hing2012, chap-
ter 5).15 In contrast, again, our analysis centers on the cultural supply side of the 
equation, that is, on cultural repertoires and the relative availability of alternative 
ways of understanding social reality (also Harding et al. 2010).

It is important to note that institutional and structural forces also play a cru-
cial role in shaping responses and diffusing repertoires. Indeed, a large literature 
addresses the role of public policies in defi ning the conditions of reception for 
minority groups, including how they understand their place in the polity (e.g., Kas-
toryano 2002, Ireland 2004, Koopmans et al. (2005, Wimmer & Min 2006). These 
topics are beyond the scope of this chapter, so we leave them aside. For the most 
part, we also leave aside the important questions of how repertoires diffuse, why 
individuals or groups are more likely to draw on one script rather than another 
(see, e.g., Lamont 1992; Schudson 1988), and variations in the salience of ethno-ra-
cial identities across groups.16

14 See also Pinel (1999) on “stigma consciousness” and Clark et al. (1999) on how minor-
ity groups cope psychologically with the “perceived stressor” of racism and prejudice. 
Also Son Hing 2012. See Link & Phelan (2000) for a broader review of the literature 
on stigma, which is most often concerns with the stigma of “stressors” such as mental 
illness and physical disabilities and their impact on health.

15 Son Hing (2012, Chapter 5) considers that “protective factors (i.e., strengths or ca-
pabilities) may reside within the individual (e.g., emotional regulation, self-enhance-
ment), the family (e.g., secure attachments, authoritative parenting), or the community 
or environment (e.g., community resources, programming).” Cultural repertoires are 
not part of the protective factors they have paid attention to.

16 Of the three groups of African descent, African Americans are most likely to self-de-
fine through their racial identity, and they are more likely to label an interaction or a 
person as “racist.” Afro- Brazilians and Ethiopian Jews have racial identities that are 
less salient or that are expressed primarily through class (in Brazil) or religious (in 
Israel) frames. Thus, national contexts make various kinds of historical scripts, myths, 
or repertoires more or less readily available to social actors to make sense of their 
reality (Lamont & Thévenot 2000; see also Swidler 1986; Mizrachi, Drori & Anspach 
2007.) Along with Wimmer (2008) and Brubaker (2009) we analyze not only social 
identity but also identification processes and the development groupness. However, 
unlike these scholars, we are centrally concerned not only with cognition but also with 
the role of emotion (particularly anger, pain, pride, and other feelings directly associ-
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African Americans Experiencing and Responding 
to Stigmatization

How does it feel to be outside of a boundary? Most of the African American men 
and women we interviewed perceive themselves as being underestimated, distrust-
ed, overscrutinized, misunderstood, feared, overlooked, avoided, or plainly dis-
criminated against due to their ethnical belonging at some point in their lives. This 
perception can be persistent for some respondents and situational for others. Two 
examples provide suitable illustrations. They both concern two strikingly similar 
narratives in which an African American man fi nds himself inside an elevator with 
outgroup members.17

In the fi rst case, Marcus, a black court employee, enters an elevator in which 
there is a middle-aged Indian woman who also works at the court.18 He describes 
the situation thus: “She clutches her purse. I almost fainted. I almost fainted .... It 
devastated me. But it’s happened to brothers before. Welcome to the Black race, 
brother. You’ve got it. I’ve got it.” Her reactions prompt Marcus’s anger and humil-
iation because, as he explains, he often feels that people think he does not belong 
in the court building. For instance, he is routinely questioned about whether he 
truly works at the court and knows others who work there. Marcus has to carefully 
consider how he should respond to the situation. Should he ignore the slight and 
let it go? Should he confront the woman, and if so, how? And what will be the 
costs of confrontation (emotional, interactional, potentially legal)? Marcus wants 
to maintain his image of professionalism and stand up for himself. How can he do 
both? He explains that these are the questions that often emerge when he experi-
ences stigmatization. The repeated experience of such an internal dialogue can 
take a toll and contribute to the “wear and tear of everyday life” that results in 
huge disparities in the health and well-being of ethno-racial groups in the United 
States and elsewhere.

In a second example, Joe, a recreation specialist, faces a more blatant racist sit-
uation. His account viscerally expresses perceptions of the health impact of anger 

ated with identity management; see Archer 2003; Summers-Effler 2002). And we also 
connect the drawing of group boundaries to everyday morality (e.g., Lamont (2000) 
and Sayer (2005) in the case of class).

17 For a discussion of the place of our argument in the literature on African American 
anti-racism (e.g., in relation to the work of Karyn Lacy, Joe Feagin, and others), see 
Fleming et al. (2011).

18 We use “African American” and “black” interchangeably to reflect the use of these 
terms by our respondents.
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in the experience of stigmatization (see Mabry & Kiecolt 2005). He fi nds himself 
alone with several white men in an elevator. He recalls the scene thus:

One made a joke about Blacks and monkeys. I said, “Man, listen, I ain’t into jokes.” 
... His demeanor changed, my demeanor changed. All of the positive energy that was 
in there was being sucked out because the racial part. And the other guys, you could 
actually see them shrinking up in the comer because they didn’t want no parts of it.... 
[I told myself] get out of it because if I stay in it, I’m going to be in that circle and 
[won’t be able to] get out.... The stress level rose. My tolerance was getting thin, my 
blood pressure peaking and my temper rising. By the grace of God, thank you Jesus, 
as I stepped off the elevator, there was a Black minister walking past. I said, “Can 
I speak to you for a minute because I just encountered something that I got to talk 
about because I’m this far [to exploding]” I had been at the job for a week. This is all 
I need to get me fi red. He said, “You’re a better man than me.” [Now] I’m trying to 
get through the affair [to decide] if I was to go to the city [to complain].

Joe knows that anger and impulse control are imperative if he wants to keep his 
job. He has to manage his emotions and fi nds an outlet when a chance encounter 
with an African American pastor offers relief – or a buffer – from a fellow group 
member who can relate to. Similar to the majority of our interviewees, Joe factors 
in pragmatic considerations when weighing various courses of action (Fleming et 
al. 2012). But his normative response is that one needs to confront racism. This gap 
between ideal responses and situational constraints may have consequences for the 
emotional well-being of our respondents.

When probed about the “best approach” for dealing with racism (using an 
open-ended question format), three quarters of the 112 African American inter-
viewees who addressed this question focused on how to respond (what we call 
“modalities” of responses): half of them (47 percent) favored confronting or chal-
lenging racism and discrimination. They prefer to “name the problem,” “openly 
discuss the situation,” and “make others aware that their action makes me uncom-
fortable.” This compares to a third (32 percent) who prefer confl ict- defl ecting 
strategies – believing that it is best to ignore, accept, forgive, manage anger, or 
walk away (Fleming et al. 2012). The rest favor a mixed strategy, choosing to “pick 
their battles” or to “tolerate.” Two thirds (65 percent) focused not on “modalities” 
but on what they consider to be the specifi c “tools” for responding to discrimina-
tion. For one third of them (37 percent), the best approach is educating stigmatiz-
ers and (in some cases) fellow blacks about tolerance, diversity, and the lives and 
culture of African Americans. For one fi fth of them (17 percent), the best tool is to 
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increase formal education for African Americans to improve mobility outcomes 
for members of the group.19

An illustration of the desire to confront is provided by a prison instructor. When 
asked how we should deal with racism, he responds:

Confront it. ‘Cuz people will try to tell you that it doesn’t exist and it does exist... 
confront it. Not in a negative way, but just bring it up, discuss it. White folks will try 
to act like it doesn’t exist and then they’ll try to reverse it on you,

This is typical of the responses voiced by many interviewees. Their shared belief 
in the legitimacy of confrontation as a response is bolstered by the widespread 
availability of national scripts about the racist history of the United States, to 
which they often make reference in the context of the interviews (whether they talk 
about the history of chattel slavery, Jim Crow, or the experiences of their parents 
growing up in the South). Equally important is their awareness of the civil rights 
movements (including the struggles around school desegregation, the Newark Ri-
ots, the marches on Washington) and their current experiences with discrimination 
at work or elsewhere. More specifi cally, among 302 mentions of landmark histori-
cal events made during the course of the interviews, 30 percent concerned slavery, 
16 percent concerned the 2008 elections, 15 mentioned the civil rights movement, 
and 11 mentioned the race riots. For instance, one interviewee explains that “my 
wife’s father had a black garage in South Carolina. The Ku Klux Klan burned it 
down. That’s why they moved up here, to get away from it. A lot of older people, 
they don’t even like to talk about it ... We just had to deal with it.”

As suggested by the examples of Marcus and Joe (and as observed by social 
psychologists), the ideal of confronting racism is tempered by pragmatic consid-
eration concerning costs (material, symbolic, or emotional). Individual strategies 
are constrained by what respondents believe is possible and doable given their 
needs and dependency on resources. In the presence of obstacles to confronting, 
a majority of middle class African American respondents focus on hard work and 
achievement as the key to challenging racial inequality (also Welburn & Pittman 
2012)20 essential to the pursuit of the American dream. Many embrace this crucial 

19 A number of other tools (e.g., gaining information) were mentioned by only a few 
respondents and thus are not reported here. Some respondents mentioned more than 
one “best approach” for dealing with racism.

20 The forty five African-American middle class respondents interviewed by Welburn 
& Pittman (2012) more frequently explain racial inequality by motivational than by 
structural problems. These authors find 79 mentions of the former in interviews (e.g., 
decline in values and morality, lack of efforts, making excuses)compared with 65 men-
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national collective myth (Hochschild 1995), through educational and economic 
achievement, and through the consumption it enables (as one respondent, a net-
work technician, puts it: “You need to do something positive with your life. The 
American dream is out there; all you got to do is grab it and run with it.” We 
will see that this individualist response coexist with a more collectivist strategy 
grounded in a shared African American identity.

The continued commemoration of the African American history of discrim-
ination and courage (e.g., through the institutionalization of Black History Month, 
the existence of African American studies as an academic discipline, as well as 
important aspects of black popular culture) enables interviewees to believe that it 
is legitimate to denounce and confront racism and discrimination. This orientation 
is less frequent among respondents in Brazil and Israel (Silva & Reis 2012; Miz-
rachi & Herzog 2012).

National Responses Compared 

Israel

Similar to the African Americans we spoke with, Israelis anchor their responses to 
stigmatization in national history and myths. Indeed, Mizrachi and Zawdu (2012) 
show that ordinary Ethiopian Jews use the Zionist national narrative to neutralize 
the stigma associated with blackness – unlike political activists who have attracted 
the attention of the Israeli media in 2011. They downplay their phenotypical mark-
ings (e.g., skin tone) and defi ne their identity as “just another group of immigrants,” 
similar to other Jewish immigrant groups who eventually assimilate and prosper 
in Israel (often referring to the Russian Jews who preceded them en masse in the 
1990s). This identifi cation as “Jewish immigrants” grounded in the Zionist narra-
tive serves as an equalizer: it legitimates their participation in the larger society. 
Similarly, the Mizrahis mobilize an assimilationist state ideology as a cultural tool 
for gaining recognition – an ideology that defi nes all Jews, regardless of regional, 
phenotypical, or other characteristic, as members of the polity. Both groups fi nd in 
this ideology empowering repertoires of religious citizenship that makes their re-
sponses to stigmatization possible (Dieckhoff 2003). These accounts contrast with 
the responses to stigmatization by Arab Israelis, which appeal to universal human 
dignity, as opposed to shared religion (Mizrahi & Herzog 2012). Members of this 

tions of the latter (“fewer opportunities for African American males,” “racism and 
discriminations,” and so on).
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group attempt to depoliticize social difference by avoiding the use of a language 
of human rights and mobilize Jews in their social network in their defense (ibid.). 
Their ethno-religious identity, however, remained explicit and fi rmly differentiated 
from that of the Jews.

Brazil

When interviewing middle class and working class Afro-Brazilians about their 
views on the best approach for responding to stigmatization, Silva and Reis (2012) 
fi nd that they most frequently embrace a dialogical and fuzzy “racial mixture” 
script as a response. This term is used to describe the multiracial character of 
the Brazilian population (“we are all a little black”) and its hybrid culture and 
identity, as much as the notion that everyone, independently of phenotype, can be 
fully committed a multiracial society. Racial mixture is a crucial collective myth 
for the Brazilian nation (along with the myth of racial democracy), and it acts as a 
more inclusive and less politically loaded cultural basis for cultural membership 
than does shared religion in the Israeli case.21 Silva and Reis remark that few in-
terviewees consistently used one single concept of racial mixing throughout the 
interview, switching between meanings according to contest (Silva & Reis 2012, p. 
396). In a recent review of the literature on racial mixture, Telles and Sue (2009) 
suggest that in Latin America especially, the centrality of mixed racial categories 
does not translate into a decline in racial inequality. Marx (1998) also analyzes the 
role of the state in creating racial boundaries and hierarchies. Governments feed 
collective imaginaries by defi ning rules of membership across a number of policy 
areas that have a direct impact on those who experience exclusion as well as on 
shared conceptions of cultural membership (alternatively, ethnic boundaries also 
shape state action – see also Lieberman (2009) for a cross-national illustration 
concerning state responses to aids in Brazil, India, and South Africa).

This analysis suggests that some strategies are more likely to be found in some 
contexts than others (e.g., promoting racial mixture in Brazil and confronting 

21 Silva and Reis (2012) identify four uses of the term “racial mixture:” (a) to describe 
whitening among blacks, (b) to celebrate Brazilian négritude (which is defined as 
mixed); (c) to describe Brazilian national identity; and (d) to describe a personal expe-
rience or non-racist strategy for responding to racism, that is, “non-essentialist racial-
ism” which can mobilize by whites as well). Although the last two frames are used by 
more than 50 percent of the respondents, the last one is the most popular (being used 
by 66 percent of the 160 respondents), and the first one is the least popular (being used 
by 17 percent only).
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in the United States). However, the use of repertoires is linked not only to their 
availability but also to proximate and remote determinants that make that some 
individuals are more or less likely to use certain repertoires than others (Lamont 
1992). A more detailed look at the interaction between repertoires, social resourc-
es, situational cost, and opportunity structure will be the object of future analysis. 
For now, suffi ce to restate that national ideologies do not push individuals toward 
a single strategy – they simply make strategies more or less likely across contexts, 
enabling and constraining them.

The United States: Other Repertoires 

Neoliberalism

We now provide a closer look at African American responses enabled by neoliber-
alism, that is, responses that emphasize (a) self-reliance and autonomy (connected 
to individualization and the privatization of risk (Sharone 2013)), (b) competitive-
ness and educational and economic achievement, and (c) the signaling of social 
status through consumption. These individualist responses may be alternative to, 
and often threaten, collective responses, such as social movement and political 
mobilization (Bourdieu 1998; see below).

It may be objected that these responses exist independently of neoliberalism be-
cause they are central to the tenets of the American creed (as described by Hoch-
schild 1995; also see Fischer 2010). However, their centrality and availability are 
likely to be accentuated in the neoliberal era because the two types of repertoires 
(the American dream and neoliberalism) become intertwined under the infl uence 
of market fundamentalism (see Greenhouse 2011; also Richland 2009). In the neo-
liberal era, the American dream is less about individual freedom and equality and 
more about individual success, performance, competition, and economic achieve-
ment.

Although there is great variation in how African Americans interpret “the 
American dream,” some defi ning it as nightmare, many of our interviewees be-
lieve that the best response of racism is for blacks to work to get ahead through 
education and that they should persevere regardless of persistent discrimination 
(also Welburn & Pittman 2012 based on data on African Americans living in New 
Jersey). Moreover, the desire to “make it big” is very salient in interviews, and a 
large number of the individuals we talked to dream of starting their own business; 
they mention the distance from racists that being self-employed can provide to-
gether with the advantage of fi nancial security (also Frederick 2010). They also 
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value hard work and its most important outcome, fi nancial independence. It is 
worth quoting one working class man who is a particularly vocal advocate of eco-
nomic achievement. He describes the people he likes as “hustlers” who, like him, 
hold several jobs and are willing to do anything to make money. He talks about 
his friend Thomas, who he says “does landscaping in the morning for a company. 
Then he has his own contracts in the middle of the day, sleeps and goes to work 
for Fed Ex at night….I like to see hustlers because that’s something that I do: just 
hustling. No laws are being broke, no one is being hurt.”

Respondents also put a great emphasis on self-reliance for themselves and oth-
ers. In so doing, they may want to mark distance toward the stereotype of low-in-
come African Americans who depend on others for their subsistence and “don’t 
want to pull their own weight.” For instance, a woman who works for a dry-clean-
ing business and a grocery store and who admits to struggling fi nancially says:

I don’t like beggars. I don’t like anybody’s looking for a handout, I like people that 
want to get out and do something for themselves and help themselves. ... I just can’t 
deal with beggars.

This script, which is found in many interviews, is embraced by white and black 
American working class men alike (Lamont 2000; also Pattillo-McCoy 1999). It 
is reinforced by the script of privatization of risk central to neolib eralism (Hacker 
2006) and is embodied in the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Act 
of 1996, which implicitly defi ned the poor as lazy and immoral (Guetzkow 2010).

Similar responses are found among middle class respondents, with a focus on 
professional achievement and improving their social and economic status. The 
majority of the respondents in this class category describe themselves as strongly 
committed to such goals. They also often defi ne themselves by their ability to “do 
the job” as well or better than whites, and they conceive of competence as an im-
portant anti-racist strategy (Lamont & Fleming 2005). Others celebrate the virtue 
of competition and defi ne African American culture as embracing it (as a transit 
technician puts it, “We love to compete. Anything you put us in that’s athletic, we 
just excel. [We] love to compete.”) These respondents say they want to hire oth-
er African Americans when possible but that incompetence defi nes the limits of 
racial solidarity (as one respondent says: “You fuck up and I am done with you.”) 
The conditions for cultural memberships that are imposed on middle class African 
Americans may put limitations on their racial solidarity toward low-income blacks 
if achievement and economic success are sine qua non for cultural membership 
(Lamont & Fleming 2005).
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Formal education and individual educational attainment are viewed by many as 
essential in a highly competitive neoliberal climate, especially for African Amer-
icans who have experienced greater job market instability than members of other 
racial groups in recent years. Accordingly, when asked about the best way to re-
spond to racism, the pursuit of education is frequently mentioned. As one of them 
puts it, speaking of young African Americans:

You can’t take a diploma from them … It’s recorded ... They are African-Americans 
so... there are some strikes. Get all the education so when you’re sitting down with 
the competition, at least you know [what it’s like]. He has it, your competition has it. 
You’re going to get it. I’ll go in debt to get my sons the education money ... You can 
take sports away, but you can’t take a diploma away.

Echoing this interviewee, a writer also celebrates education as a tool for gaining 
inclusion while noting its limitation. She also stresses the importance of fi nancial 
independence and points the importance of “being on top”:

My mother said, “Girl, go to school. Get your education. They can’t take it out of 
your head ... you’ll get the job. You’ll get fair treatment.” So that’s what I expected 
from a job. But that’s not what it’s all about ... Go get your education, but don’t make 
that everything. Have you some side something going on ... When the cards fall, as 
they will, you have to decide you want to be on top. And the only way you can be on 
top is if you get something for yourself.

Along similar lines, a teacher explains the importance of education for autonomy, 
the utility of separatism, and the self-reliance of African Americans in a context 
of pervasive racism:

Even though we will never be integrated fully, we will never be accepted, as long 
as we can educate a number of our people, we can challenge these different cultures 
that we face each and every day. Or we can have our own hospitals, our banks, our 
own, be our and have our own so we don’t have to be subjected with negativity each 
and every day.

While getting a formal education is not exclusive of collective solutions (as getting 
education may contribute to “lifting the race”) and of collective empowerment 
(“to put our people in place ... to create a future for us”), the prime benefi ciary of a 
college degree is its holder. One interviewee, a property manager, emphasizes that 
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collective empowerment in more important than individual success when he says 
(after stating “you need the monetary fl ow ... if you want to make your own rules”):

I don’t believe in pursuing in the American dream by just having physical things. It’s 
more important that we establish the institutions that would give our people longev-
ity and empowerment in the future. The American dream tells us to be successful as 
individuals, where[as] everybody else comes here and is successful as a group. Our 
American dream is an illusion because most of our dreams are through credit [...] 
which makes us sharecroppers.

He asserts the importance of collective empowerment over the simple accumula-
tion of goods and individual achievement for fi ghting racism. Nevertheless, of the 
respondents who discussed formal education when we questioned them about the 
best tool for responding to stigmatization, a third spoke of its importance for the 
improvement of the group, and two thirds referred to its importance for the indi-
vidual. This is in line with the neoliberal emphasis on the privatization of risk and 
with the related question of how African Americans explain their fate (as resulting 
from individual effort or linked fate). Recent research demonstrates that African 
Americans have become more individualist in their explanation of inequality over 
the past few decades (Bobo et al. 2012; Welburn & Pittman 2012).

As a correlate of the emphasis put on economic and educational achievement, 
some African American respondents also emphasize consumption as a means to 
providing proofs of cultural citizenship. Some respondents defi ne their success in 
term of what they are able to afford to buy – whether a house, a car, or an education 
for their children. Being able to use money as an equalizer (e.g., by shopping at 
brand stores, sporting professional attire, or driving a nice car) is often seen as a 
fool-proof means of demonstrating that one belongs and that one has achieved a 
middle class status that lessens, to some extent, the stigma of being black in con-
temporary American (Lamont and Molnar 2002; Pittman 2012).22 Although the 
literature emphasizes conspicuous consumption of luxury goods among African 
Americans (ibid.), we fi nd that our respondents are most concerned with consum-
ing items that are associated with a “decent” or “normal” middle or working class 
lifestyle. For instance, the dry-cleaner and grocery store employee expresses re-
grets: “I wish I had my own condo, a decent car to drive I take a vacation and sit at 
home.” Also, many interviewees value having the means to support themselves, to 

22 These behaviors had already been noted for the black middle class in Franklin Frazi-
er’s 1957 Black Bourgeoisie, and in reaction to Wilson’s (1978) writing on the spatial 
and cultural isolation of the black middle class.
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buy health insurance, and to have “a little cushion.” But as is the case for elite Afri-
can Americans (Lamont & Fleming 2005), using access to economic resources as 
a criterion for cultural membership excludes all low-income African Americans.

It would be important to ascertain whether and how neoliberalism has trans-
formed African American understandings of the conditions for gaining cultural 
membership and whether economic achievement looms larger in these scripts to-
day than it did a few decades ago, reinforcing themes central to the national scripts 
centered on achievement and individualism (Sears et al 2000). This is not an easy 
task because the spread of neoliberalism occurred concurrently with economic, 
educational, political, and legal gains for African Americans, which led some to 
believe in the advent of a “post-racial America,” especially in the wake of Barack 
Obama’s presidential election in 2008. Although racial discrimination persists, it 
is equally diffi cult to ascertain the relative impact of neoliberalism on stigmatized 
groups in other countries. However, given the relative signifi cance of governmen-
tal efforts to promote neoliberal policies and to protect workers from its impact 
across advanced industrial societies, one can presume that this impact has been 
particularly important in the United States.23 More than ever, many African Amer-
icans may have become convinced that self-reliance, economic success, individual 
achievement, and consumption are the best response to stigmatization. However, 
many of our respondents are nostalgic about a time when black collective move-
ments were dynamic, and they have vivid memories of the systematic dismantling 
of radical collective movements, such as the Black Power movement, by the state. 
Thus, it is not surprising that there is a clash between individualist responses in-
spired by neoliberalism and other responses enabled by repertoires celebrating 
collective identity, as we suggest in the next section.

African American Collective Identity

The collective identity and vision of a common past serves as a buffer against 
stigmatization for a number of African Americans. This is accomplished through 
(a) a shared narrative of “we-ness” that can act as a source of comfort and pleas-
ure; (b) an awareness of a shared tradition of resilience in the context of continued 
discrimination, which helps individuals make sense of their experience; and (c) 

23 This is confirmed by Greenhouse s̓ (2011) ethnographic analysis of the entanglements 
of politics and identity in the major American legislation of the 1990s. See also Chauv-
el (2010) on the impact of the welfare state on the economic instability of youth across 
advanced industrial societies.
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an identity defi ned in opposition to that of whites that reinforces non-economic 
matrixes of worth. We gathered evidence on these questions by probing interview-
ees on what it means for them to be African Americans, what makes their group 
distinctive, and related questions.

In the context of interviews, a large number of individuals explained that Afri-
can Americans have a common culture and social experience or a shared “back-
ground” that provides them a sense of pleasure. This sense of “cultural intimacy” 
(Herzfeld 1996) is described by one middle-aged African man thus:

That’s what I like about our people. Good or bad, we’re coming together.... We all 
got an uncle somewhere that chases young girls, and a grandmother somewhere who 
has certain sayings.... Or an aunt who can cook a sweet potato pie.... You put us 
together in a restaurant and we’ll walk out of there laughin’ because it’s going to be 
something that we have in common. And that’s just our people; it’s just the way it is. 
I haven’t met anybody that didn’t have a grandmother like my grandmother. Or an 
aunt. Somebody.

Similarly, one interviewee describes African Americans as “having a bond,” as be-
ing “on the same frequency,” and another explains that African Americans gen-
erally knowing where other blacks “are coming from.” It is noteworthy that this 
sense of cultural intimacy is also salient in discussions of interracial relationships, 
where the absence of shared experiences of discrimination is described as a major 
challenge. This is illustrated by one middle class interviewee who discards white 
romantic partners after one negative experience. Referring to his former girlfriend, 
he explains that “she can’t get the joy out of watching Mandela walk out of jail.... She 
can’t understand when three white police offi cers shoot two black males for nothing. 
She could say ‘they shouldn’t have been out there.’ See, I’d have to choke her....”

When probing interviewees about what are the distinctive characteristics of Af-
rican Americans, we fi nd that the notion of “a shared culture” is frequently men-
tioned spontaneously, ex aequo with similar responses that all point to other as-
pects of “cultural sameness:” morality, the importance of religion, the importance 
of caring, the richness of black culture, and black aesthetics and popular culture 
(each received 11 percent of the 307 responses given to this probe). These fi gures 
support the relatively high salience of shared culture in “folk” or “racial” concep-
tualization of blackness among African Americans (Morning 2009; Silva 2012).

Psychologists have shown that shared identity provides a feeling of comfort and 
of being understood that can act as buffers or provide solace when one feels be-
ing underestimated, distrusted, overscrutinized, misunderstood, feared, overlooked, 
avoided, or discriminated against (e.g., Neblett et al. 2004). As such, widely avail-
able repertoires presenting and making salient African American shared identity 
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and culture can act as resources that sustain social resilience. Such repertoires are 
crucial sources for recognition that have been neglected by social psychologists who 
tend to focus on networks, family, and community as environmental sources of resil-
ience (as summarized by Son Hing 2012, chapter 5). If they are absent, individuals 
are more likely to fi nd themselves vulnerable, isolated, and less able to respond to 
assaults on their sense of dignity – as was the case for Joe before he ran into a black 
minister when exiting an elevator in the incident related earlier. Such repertoires 
are likely to be more widely available in societies that support multiculturalism (see 
Kymlicka 2007; Wright & Bloemraad 2012) and adopt institutional structures that 
mitigate a clear ingroup-outgroup demarcations (Emmenegger et al. 2011).

In describing what African Americans have in common, a number of respond-
ents often mention resilience and a tradition of overcoming barriers. Indeed, when 
probing interviewees about the distinctive characteristics of African Americans, 
we fi nd that, respectively, 15 percent and 12 percent of the responses concern 
“resilience” and a shared history of overcoming racial barriers. Accordingly, re-
spondents refer with respect and admiration to the stories their parents have told 
them about their past experiences with combating or dealing with racism. These 
stories make salient shared identity and past struggles. They also provide individ-
uals standardized tools for making sense of their individual experience and for 
avoiding internalizing negative messages. As such, they do contribute to the social 
resilience of their group. However, a number of respondents also mentioned what 
they perceive to be the more negative features of African Americans: self-destruc-
tiveness, lack of solidarity, lack of self-respect, the use of Ebonics, hip hop fashion, 
and the prevalence of youth violence – for a total 12 percent of the characteristics 
mentioned. Thus, collective identity can be a source of collective shame as well as 
a source of pleasure and pride.

African American social resilience is also likely to be strengthened by a widely 
available repertoire that defi nes blacks in opposition to whites and puts their “car-
ing self’ above the “disciplined self” of whites. Based on interviews conducted in 
1993, Lamont (2000) argued that the African American working class men she 
talked with perceived themselves as more caring and accepting, as “having the 
spirit” or “soul” or as more in contact “with the human thing” than whites. Some 
contrasted this portrayal with a view of whites as materialist, power obsessed (“he 
who has the gold makes the rules’), arrogant, and self-serving – as manifested in 
the “illusion of white superiority.” Lamont (2000) argued that by defi ning them-
selves as more moral than whites, African Americans promoted a matrix of eval-
uation that counterbalanced the emphasis on economic achievement promoted by 
neoliberalism. This matrix functions as an alternative measuring stick and enables 
low to middle income earners to cultivate a sense of dignity and self-pride despite 
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their lower socioeconomic status. These observations appear to hold for the re-
spondents we interviewed in 2012 (a topic to be explored in future publications.)24

Awareness of the need to cultivate alternative matrixes of evaluation is strong 
among some respondents. A few emphasize the importance of celebrating a range 
of achievements by African Americans and of cultivating knowledge of black cul-
ture and tradition (knowing “their roots”) among young people. They also lament 
the weak sense of black pride in their community. For instance, a property man-
ager explains:

Most of our problems as Black people stem from the fact that we do not have our con-
nection to our roots ... We don’t look back to our story for any type of strength or en-
couragement ... We don’t have a village where there are elders who direct the youth.

This man stresses the importance of giving black children a sense of purpose and 
pride by reconnecting them with their group identity (also Bouchard 2009). He 
wants to broadcast an alternative collective narrative about the group’s past and 
future that may bolster social resilience – in lieu of scripts of consumerism and 
individual achievement that are enabled and made more salient by neoliberalism. 
Strengthening the connection with the past could provide a way for low-income 
blacks to gain a sense of cultural membership despite their being low on the totem 
pole of individual achievement – a way not to be “loser” in an increasingly domi-
nant neoliberal competition.

Conclusion: What Confers Social Resilience?

In examining the question “How can responses to stigmatization confer social 
resilience?” this chapter has focused on social resources that may sustain recog-
nition by focusing on the cultural repertoires on which African Americans draw 
to consider what are the ideal responses to racism. We have suggested that these 
repertoires act as resources that sustain social resilience, conceived as features of 
groups. Such repertoires are part of an environment that feeds the sense of em-
powerment and worth of group members. They may be unevenly available across 
social contexts, depending on the success of mobilization efforts enacted by the 
stigmatized as well as their allies and the extent to which societies support multi-
culturalism or other means of creating more porous boundaries between various 
types of ingroups and outgroups.

24 For a complementary perspective, see Stephens et al. (2012).
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In the preceding section, we have argued that exposure to cultural repertoires 
that make salient and celebrate a shared culture has positive effects on social resil-
ience. This complements fi ndings from social psychology described by Son Hing 
(2012, see Chapter 5) that strong ingroup (racial) identifi cation fos ters resilience 
for those who experience lower levels of discrimination. Indeed, among ethnic 
minority youth in Scotland, the more girls experienced collective self-esteem, 
the lower their depression and their anxiety (Cassidy, Howe, and Warden 2004). 
Similarly, Asian American children experiencing discrimination from their peers 
have higher self-esteem if they feel more positively toward their ethnic group 
(Rivas-Drake, Hughes, and Way 2008). This work suggests that the mere fact of 
partaking in a similar experience and of sharing a similar narrative may provide 
a buffer in the form of social support. Although psychologists are generally not 
concerned with the cultural sources of such strong group identities, our chapter 
illuminates this part of the puzzle.

Future research should explore which of the three types of repertoires con-
sidered here – national myths, neoliberalism, and collective identity and history 
– have the most positive impact on social resilience. However, this cannot be an 
easy task for several reasons: (a) although social actors generally privilege a rep-
ertoire, they often alternate between them across situations and over time, making 
it diffi cult to establish a direct causal relationship between types of repertoires, 
social resilience, and well-being; (b) the three types of repertoires may be becom-
ing increasingly braided, especially under the growing infl uence of neoliberalism; 
and (c) Neoliberal themes may have simultaneously benefi cial and pernicious ef-
fects on social resilience. Indeed, they may promote self-blaming for failure (see 
Chapter 5), encourage African Americans to escape stigma through a universalist 
logic (e.g., compete to “get the skills to get the job” according to the principle of 
“the best man for the job”), and limit the appeal of alternative moral matrixes of 
evaluation that may allow low-status individuals to fare better. To complicate mat-
ters further, neoliberalism may also encourage stigmatized group to make claims 
based on human rights (also see Chapters 2 and 3) while undercutting in practice 
collective claims by promoting individualization. Finally, neoliberalism may pro-
mote competition with members of other stigmatized groups and thus affect nega-
tively the potential for collective mobilization.25

25 Future research should draw on ethnographic observation to assess how accounts of 
responses to stigmatization compare with actually responses. This is essential to better 
understand the relationship between interaction and available grammars of action – 
two deeply intertwined aspects of social life, which each gives us only a partial view 
of human action.
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There is also the possibility that individuals are using repertoires differently 
under neoliberalism: they may be increasingly skeptical of collective projects and 
collective myths and fi nd refuge in their private lives. For example, this is sug-
gested in the paradoxical fact that in early 2011, the French were found to be more 
pessimistic about the future than most other national groups being compared yet 
were producing more children.26 Privatization may be more likely in a context 
where individuals have few resources to realize their dream and yet are asked to 
deploy entrepreneurialism and other neoliberal virtues.

It is too early to determine whether patterns in responses to stigmatization are 
converging across the national cases we are considering and whether, overall, Af-
rican Americans are better off (e.g., in terms of subjective well-being) than their 
Brazilian or Israeli counterparts. Also, more comparative analysis is needed before 
we can draw conclusion on the relative impact of neoliberalism on social resilience 
for African Americans compared with Afro-Brazilians and stigmatized groups 
in Israel. Nevertheless, we venture to predict that the former are less culturally 
buffered from the pernicious effects of neoliberalism than their counterparts in 
Brazil and Israel, given the centrality of individualism and economic achievement 
in the collective myth of the American dream. Moreover, the fact that in the United 
States, the “losers” of market fundamentalism (as measured by unemployment rate 
and other indicators) are disproportionately symbolic “outsiders” (immigrants and 
African Americans) can also increase the legitimacy of neoliberal themes in this 
national context. Although the American dream empowers many, it often leaves 
those who cannot achieve it without hopes. This is both the grandeur and the trag-
edy of the American collective imaginary.

Methodological Appendix 

Case Selection

Our countries of comparison were selected to maximize differences in frequen-
cy in perceived discrimination across cases, the latter being an indicator of the 
strength or permeability of boundaries across national contexts. The selection was 
based on a comparison by Lamont and Bail (2005) of the relative strength of social 

26 The annual BVA-Gallup international survey revealed the French to be the “world 
champions of pessimism.” It found that 61 percent of French thought that 2011 would 
bring economic difficulties compared with an average of 28 percent in the 53 countries 
surveyed (http://www. bva.fr/fr/sondages/les-perspectives_economiques.2011 .html).
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boundaries in various realms (labor market, spatial segregation, and so on), as 
well as that of symbolic boundaries (pertaining to collective identity) across half a 
dozen countries. We had hypothesized that overall, perceived discrimination, and 
by extension, the range and salience of anti-racist strategies, would be greater for 
Muslim Palestinian citizens of Israel than for Negros in Brazil, for whom inter-
racial sociability and interracial sexual relationships are relatively frequent. We 
originally viewed the American case as an intermediary one, one in which racism 
would be very salient, but also one in which intergroup boundaries would be weak-
er than in Israel, with different patterns of response. Of course, as data collection 
proceeded, we became increasingly aware of the complexity of the comparison, 
which would be far less linear and more multidimensional than we had anticipated.

Research Design

The research designs for the three national cases were largely parallel in each 
site. We conducted interviews with a relatively large number of respondents (by 
the standards of qualitative methods), with the goals of reaching saturation and of 
systematically comparing anti-racist strategies across populations. The data col-
lection consisted of open-ended two-hour interviews with working and middle 
class men and women. In the United States, we conducted interviews in the New 
York metropolitan area, which presents a full spectrum of social classes for both 
majority and minority groups. In Brazil and Israel, we chose as major metropolitan 
centers Rio de Janeiro and Tel Aviv because, similar to New York, they are mixed 
cities where relationship between members of various ethno-racial groups are 
frequent and highly routinized without the clear predominance of one particular 
group (on mixed cities, see Monterescu & Rabinowitz 2007). These metropolises 
should not be viewed as representative of the national population because there are 
large regional variations in the spatial distribution of ethno-racial groups in each 
of the three countries under consideration.

Selection of Respondents

Respondents were limited to native-born interviewees (with the exception of Ethi-
opian immigrants to Israel). The samples comprise males and females in roughly 
comparable numbers for each site. Middle class respondents have a two- or four-
year college degree and are typically professionals or managers. The working class 
respondents have a high school degree (or equivalent) but no college degree. The 
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age range is between 20 and 70 years, with small variations across the three coun-
tries.

Sampling

Methods for sampling respondents varied slightly cross-nationally in response to 
the specifi c challenges associated with locating respondents from various class 
and racial groups across sites given the local patterns of social and spatial segrega-
tion and concentration and cultural factors.

In the United States, middle and working class respondents were recruited us-
ing two primary techniques. First, we used a survey research company to recruit 
participants. The company used census track and marketing data to identify po-
tential participants who met a number of criteria. Then the company mailed letters 
announcing the study to these randomly sampled African Americans living in 
northern New Jersey and called potential participants to encourage participation 
and confi rm their eligibility for the study. Second, to increase our sample size, we 
used snowball sampling techniques, with no more than three referrals per partici-
pants. This method was particularly fruitful for recruiting working class respond-
ents and men, who were less likely to respond to requests from our survey research 
company. Respondents were paid $20 for their participation.

In the case of Brazil, sampling procedures were as follows. Because the num-
ber of black middle class individuals remains limited, we identifi ed respondents 
through fi rms (e.g., in the sectors of oil and telecommunication), networks (i.e., 
Facebook for black professionals), and professional associations in addition to 
some snowball sampling from a wide networks of contacts (with up to three refer-
ees per respondents). Working class respondents were identifi ed by a survey fi rm 
and paid for their participation (this was not the case for the middle class because 
we anticipated that this would not create a good context of exchange for the inter-
view).

Finally, in Israel, the sample was constructed through multi-entry snow balling. 
Interviewers reached out to individuals meeting our various sampling criteria in a 
large range of settings. They aimed to diversify the composition of the sample in 
terms by occupation.
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Interviews and Data Analysis

In the three sites, most respondents were interviewed by an ethno-racial (but not 
a class) ingroup member (for all but a few exceptions). The interviews were con-
fi dential, conducted in a location of the respondent’s choosing, and were recorded 
with the interviewee’s consent. Respondents were questioned on a range of is-
sues concerning what it means to be an “X” (e.g., African American), similarities 
and differences between them and other ethno-racial groups, their views on social 
mobility and inequality, past experiences with racism, what they have learned in 
their family and at school about how to deal with exclusion, and so on. Discourse 
was elicited by asking respondents to describe past, most recent, and general ex-
periences with racism and dis crimination; relationships with coworkers, neigh-
bors, family members, and community members involving discrimination; and the 
strategies they used for handling these situations.

The interview schedule, fi rst developed for the American case, was carefully 
adapted to the Brazilian and Israeli cultural contexts. Most importantly in the Bra-
zil case, instead of explicitly asking questions about racial identity, we waited for 
it to emerge spontaneously in the context of the interview. If it did not, we asked 
questions on this topic at the end of the interview – the salience of racial identity 
being one of the key foci of the project.27 In Israel, we were particularly interested 
in the articulation between various types of stigmatized identities (blackness, Arab 
identity, and the backwardness that are often likened in views about the Mizrahis).

The interviews were fully transcribed and systematically coded by a team of 
research assistants with the help of the qualitative data analysis software Atlas.
ti. The coding scheme was developed iteratively by the three national teams of 
coders, with the American coders taking the lead. This coding scheme includes 
more than 1,500 entries. A substantial portion of the interviews were coded by 
more than one person. Codes and a list of interviewees are available upon request.

Studying Responses to Stigmatization

In the three countries, we documented responses to stigmatization by asking in-
terviewees about ideal or “best approach” for dealing with racism, independently 
of context, their responses to specifi c racist incidents, the lessons they teach their 

27 We initially postponed mentioning the centrality of race in our project in our inter-
views with African Americans, but this created awkward situations because most re-
spondents expected the study to be concerned with this topic.
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children about how to deal with racism, their views on the best tools their group 
has at its disposal to improve their situation, and their reactions to a list of specifi c 
strategies. We also considered how these responses vary with a number of social 
and cultural indicators (including gender, class, age; whether individuals live in 
integrated or segregated environments; whether racist inci dents occurred in public 
or private spaces and entailed violence, assaults against one’s dignity, or institu-
tional discrimination).
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 The Resilience of Punctuated Cooperation

Hendrik Vollmer

1 Introduction: resilience as resource and topic

Resilience has become a widely publicized and almost universally accepted end of 
social and institutional practice and, for social scientists struggling for recognition 
among competing forms of expertise about vulnerability, risk, and crisis manage-
ment, concepts of resilience have continued to gain appeal (e.g., Boin & van Eeten 
2013, p. 430). Researchers and theorists have set out to identify processes and 
structures that might strengthen the ability of groups, fi rms, states, businesses or 
armies to withstand adversity. The search for resilience has been as much a search 
for knowledge as it has been a search for virtue – and for results ideally marketable 
in the form of advice to an enlightened government of resilience (Chandler 2014). 
In this way, deliberations of what it means to be or to become resilient have been 
mixed up with arguments about why certain forms of resilience are desirable. As a 
result, anything ambiguous, risky or bad with respect to the virtue of the concept or 
its empirical manifestation cannot for long remain an example of ‘true’ resilience.

To untangle the resulting imbroglio of conceptual and normative, empirical and 
moral narratives, it is helpful to differentiate between using some understanding 
of ‘resilience’ as a resource, on the one hand, and addressing resilience as a topic 
of inquiry on the other (Zimmerman & Pollner 1971). In the former case, social 
and institutional practice as much as fellow social scientists tend to be held ac-
countable for discrepancies with respect to an initial concept or benchmark of 
resilience. That allows marketing expertise, offering consultancy, and cracking 

© Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden 2016
A. Maurer (Ed.), New Perspectives on Resilience in Socio-Economic Spheres,
DOI 10.1007/978-3-658-13328-3_8



178 Hendrik Vollmer

down on competing concepts that allegedly cannot live up to ‘true’ resilience. In 
the case of considering resilience as a topic, any discrepancy between an initial un-
derstanding of resilience and its empirical or conceptual qualifi cation will instead 
charge the analyst with an obligation to rethink her or his understanding and to 
mobilize some form of additional knowledge, theory or data in order to account for 
variations. This offers an opportunity for advancing the social science of resilience 
academically. Whereas in the former case, the concept of resilience serves as a re-
source in producing evaluations, advice and blame, in the latter it opens up a space 
for contributions by different types of social research and theory.

The present contribution will stick with the accountability of the analyst to be 
on topic rather than with the liability of being in line with some understanding of 
being ‘truly’ resilient. The initial understanding of resilience that informs such an 
effort can be sparse. Initial engagement with the topic requires little more than a 
suitable set of examples as a slice of subject matter, a bit of common ground to be 
explored. The minimal understanding to guide such an exploration here will be 
that resilience is an attribute of individuals or collectives that struggle with but 
do not succumb to disruptions (e.g. Janssen & Anderies 2007, pp. 45 f.; Weick & 
Sutcliffe 2007, p. 71; Djalante et al. 2011, p. 3). The slice of subject matter to be 
explored is offered by a set of phenomena that speak to the topic of resilience by 
demonstrating actual, although not in any sense ideal, achievements of particu-
lar forms of resilience. They indicate resilience as something that members of 
a collective accomplish through their “practical sense” (Bourdieu 1977, pp. 113 
f.; Garfi nkel & Sacks 1986, pp. 162-164) rather than by following a guideline or 
concept of resilience.1

This strategy of making observations about resilience with reference to a par-
ticular set of examples – and a condition of social life that may be characterized 
as punctuated cooperation (Vollmer 2013) – is not unlike how contributions to the 
theory of high reliability have approached their topic: as an empirical fact to be 
studied in the fi eld by investigating a limited but signifi cant set of examples. Relia-
bility has been investigated as an achievement of organizations that prevail against 
great odds like, for example, the odds of building a nuclear reactor on a naval ves-
sel that is simultaneously used as an airport for heavily armed jet fi ghters (Roberts 

1 It should be noted that this emphasis on practical sense among participants of social 
situations is very different from the emphasis on ‘resilient populations’ that is occa-
sionally found in political and academic discourse (Zebrowski 2014). Resilience as 
a result of practical sense, it will turn out, associates resilience with differences in 
strategies across participants, positions and fields, and thus with heterogeneity across 
members of the collective, which cannot sit well with any ‘biopolitical’ construction of 
‘a’ population.
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1990; Weick & Sutcliffe 2007, pp. 35-41). This orientation has arguably resulted in 
an understanding of operational reliability that in many respects still outperforms 
recent conceptualizations of resilience (Aguirre & Best 2015) but, speaking to 
resilience as a topic rather than using it as a conceptual resource, that is not the 
issue here. The present contribution will emulate the analytical strategy of high 
reliability research by looking at how participants of social situations respond to 
disruptions, at situations of violence, at military organizations, and at nation-states 
as empirical achievements of resilience against the odds.2

The argument to be made about the regular character of such accomplishments 
of resilience does not to presume these accomplishments to be perfect and can 
happily acknowledge its limited character with respect to its selection of empirical 
cases, its use of particular concepts from social theory, and the resulting under-
standing of resilience. The observations of accomplishments in resilience that are 
subsequently offered are tenuous and limited – but they are also highly suggestive. 
The paper proceeds by exploring resilience among participants of disruptive social 
situations (2.) and then develops an understanding of resilience in participants’ 
strategies that is reiterated with respect to larger social contexts like organizations 
and nation-states (3.).

If these examples still indicate just one particular type of resilience among, 
perhaps, many others (e.g., Gunderson 2000, pp. 426 f.; Jaeger 2010, pp. 14 f.; Boin 
& van Eeten 2013, pp. 431 f.) this will not appear to constitute a particularly rare 
specimen. The fact that such resilience in strategies emerges in different situations, 
contexts, aggregations, and on different scales encourages some generalization 
from the slice of examples toward understanding resilience more generically in 
terms of distinct distributions of strategies in social fi elds (4.). In conclusion, this 
provides further opportunity to consider the position of sociology with respect to 
resilience as a topic of inquiry and its continued use as a resource in offering con-
sultancy, benchmarks, and evaluations (5.). The switch from investigating a topic in 
academic research to marketing it as a resource to outsiders and stakeholders will 
certainly remain an appealing move for any social science competing for expert 
jurisdiction and research funds in a competitive academic and professional envi-
ronment. Social scientists, however, would be wiser for not pulling it at this point 
with respect to resilience.

2 For a similar approach see Boin and van Eeten (2013). 
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2 Responding resiliently to disruptiveness

In investigating the bend-but-not-break signature of resilience, social situations 
among co-present participants offer a paradigmatic focus for understanding how 
people cope with disruptions without falling prey to them. Closer examination 
of disruptive situations turns the quest for resilience into a quest for participants’ 
strategies that can subsequently be tracked down in broader social contexts. These 
strategies refer to sets of moves that are correlated in a regular manner with actual 
occasions (Vollmer 2013, pp. 65 f.), for example with certain events or with other 
moves (as in game theoretical matrices), and, more generally, are associated with 
participants’ sense of how to act given their circumstances (Bourdieu 1977, pp. 
4-9; Martin 2011, pp. 163-169).

The problem of identifying resilience in strategies that are adopted by partici-
pants in responding to disruptions is the apparent variety of disruptive events and 
activities that participants respond to. The variety of possible circumstances of 
disruptiveness makes it diffi cult to immediately derive a general understanding 
of resilience in strategies from a common measure of success in coping with spe-
cifi c disruptions. For example, if participants face the disruptiveness of, say, an 
annoying guest at a dinner party, they may respond by taking the person to the 
side for a talking-to, by calling on those who have brought him or her along to do 
likewise, or by quietly hoping that a lack of attention will ultimately discourage 
the trouble-maker from further action. Respective strategies may work more or 
less well depending, for example, on the age, background, or level of intoxication 
of the disruptive guest, responses by bystanders (and their age, background, in-
toxication, etc.), the prior relationship among everybody involved, etc. It is hard 
to see how any optimism about resiliently dealing with dinner party troublemak-
ers that may or may not result from respective assessments were to translate into 
expectations of any sort with respect to other settings like, for example, dealings 
with stone-throwing protesters, club-swinging riot police, or volatility in fi nancial 
markets. Yet despite the wide variety of social situations in which participants 
face different sorts of disruptions, despite the different opportunities of response 
associated with ongoing events and activities, and despite the in any case uneven 
odds of dealing with disruptions successfully, there is remarkable order in how 
participants respond to disruptions across situations. It appears reasonable to focus 
on these regularities fi rst and then come back to the question in which sense these 
regularities of response, i.e. of strategies of responding to disruptions, allow for 
some success in dealing with disruptiveness. 

Perhaps the sociologically most iconic disruptive situations are the breaching 
experiments performed by Harold Garfi nkel and his students, some of which are 
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in fact quite similar to the annoying dinner guest example (Garfi nkel 1967, pp. 
35-75). More recently, after the pioneering work of Randall Collins (2008), violent 
situations have likewise been receiving a lot of attention by social scientists. In 
social theory, the investigation of critical situations by Giddens (1979, pp. 123-128) 
has been a common reference point for illustrating the fundamental importance 
of ontological security in social interaction (Giddens 1984, pp. 60-64). Giddens’ 
investigation in turn has referred extensively to the study of Bruno Bettelheim 
(1943) about being imprisoned in a concentration camp. Less drastic but still con-
genial examples of disruptive situations are ‘scenes’ (Goffman 1963, pp. 185-187) 
in which embarrassment as a particular species of disruptiveness is employed stra-
tegically by certain participants. A fi rst common denominator of these in many 
respect quite different situations is the tendency among participants to feel a strong 
sense of boundary between what and who is within the situation and everything 
and everybody else outside of it. The notorious bystander effect is a manifestation 
of this sense as it shows that people can be quite close to a situation and still not be 
‘in.’ Those who are in, feel the sense of being in very strongly, something which 
Goffman (1974, pp. 378 f.) has described as ‘engrossment’ (Vollmer 2013, pp. 78 
f.).

This strong sense of enclosure that is common to a wide variety of disruptive 
situations sometimes results from a physically enforced entrapment, for example, 
in the case of imprisonment in a concentration camp. Sometimes the sense of be-
ing trapped is maintained by the social and psychological forces of being occupied 
with and absorbed by ongoing action or, on the other side of the boundary, by the 
caution exercised in not becoming involved. Sometimes, the boundary thus main-
tained is challenged as when making a ‘scene’ involves drawing in outsiders that 
would rather not take part (Goffman 1963, pp. 186 f.). Irrespective of its ultimate 
source or motivation, the sense of being either ‘in’ or ‘out’ is more pronounced 
in situations of disruptiveness than it is in other walks of everyday life. The ex-
perience of disruptions is strongly associated with a sense of being in a situation 
clearly demarcated from the rest of the world, one in which “situational closure” 
(Goffman 1963, pp. 151-153) is strong. One may hesitate to call this sense of expo-
sure strategic since it is often associated with a reduced level of opportunity among 
participants, most notably with respect to exit. But whilst enclosure itself is often 
not strategic, the sense of enclosure clearly is: it commits participants’ attention to 
a division of the world, orienting them to the signifi cance of where they stand with 
respect to a disruptive situation, to the signifi cance of exiting and entering this sit-
uation, to (possibly) drawing others in, and themselves out – all of which is highly 
strategic in the sense of fi nding appropriate moves given present predicaments. 
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The second common characteristic of participants’ responses in different sit-
uations of disruptiveness is a convergence of moves within an endogenous order 
that is emerging. While the sense of enclosure appears to impress itself onto par-
ticipants almost involuntarily and immediately, this process of ordering indicates 
the contingency of responding to disruptions in gradually establishing a sense of 
what is going on. Since order within the situation is emergent and not immediate, 
it makes apparent the selectivity of participants’ strategies of response. Partici-
pants could, for example, try to reaffi rm some normative idea of appropriateness 
in ‘cleaning up’ a situation gone wrong, whether by appealing to a standard of 
behavior or to an external authority. They could also seek to establish order by 
collecting more information, possibly turning the quest for order into an epistem-
ic, more emphatically cognitive, and, in the aftermath of a disruption, perhaps 
somewhat forensic endeavor. Or they could call on social relationships with other 
participants in order to establish order by rallying for some form of collective ac-
tion. While there is always some overlap of these aspects within the endogenous 
order of disruptive situations, what is apparent across many disruptive situations is 
that participants strongly orient to one another. Normative and cognitive aspects 
of response do play a role, but mostly just to the extent that they can be identifi ed 
with participants’ social relations and respective positions, e.g., as fellow passen-
gers, soldiers, or friends. “We never talk this way, do we?” is a typical response by 
the subjects of Garfi nkel’s breaching experiments (Garfi nkel 1967, p. 44). Rather 
than appealing to general values, norms or bodies of knowledge, participants tend 
to appeal to one another, their respective positions, memberships, and social ties.

In achieving some sense of order within disruptive situations, participants thus 
focus on the relational rather than the normative or cognitive aspects of what is 
going on (Vollmer 2013, pp. 91-94, 151-155, 217-224). The clearest example of 
this is, perhaps, the unique endogenous order within situations of violence. Such 
situations are always disruptive, regardless of the motivation, the commitment, or 
the training of participants (Collins 2008, pp. 19 f., 39-82). There is, as Collins 
discusses at length, always an element of “confrontational tension” in violent situa-
tions as participant fail to fi nd a basis of mutual entrainment. Situations of violence 
are typically brief encounters among nervous participants. The rare instances in 
which participants do appear to come to grips with violence are characterized 
by grave one-sidedness (strong perpetrators against helpless victims), by a highly 
asymmetric rush of events (experienced as a ‘tunnel of violence’), or by both in 
what Collins (2008, pp. 83-133) calls “forward panic.” If participants successfully 
establish order in a situation of violence, they almost always do so by segregating 
into groups and by taking stratifi ed positions with respect to the action. It is not 
a particular motivation to be violent but participants’ attentiveness to unique po-
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sitions of strength, weakness, membership or status that infuses violent situations 
with some degree of order and stability (Collins 2008, pp. 371-462). Positions, 
rather than norms or some shared understanding of what violence would be about 
appear as viable orientations. As with the sense of enclosure, neither violence nor 
the endogenous order within disruptive situations per se are strategic in the sense 
of calculated choices. The sense of endogenous order, however, is strategic in both 
the technical sense – of correlating moves to actual occasions and with respect 
to positions, membership in groups, or differences in strength – and the common 
sense of ‘strategically’ doing yourself a favor – in effectively orienting participants 
to one another as friend, foe, leader, or fellow sufferer.

Furthermore, as Collins (2008, pp. 10-19) shows in contrasting violent situa-
tions with the persistent collective myths that exist about them (in which violence 
tends to be depicted as a well-motivated and prolonged struggle among competent 
fi ghters), the endogenous order within disruptive situations tends to be very much 
at odds with the understanding of the situation from without. Almost all situations 
of disruptiveness, at least if they are of any interest to outsiders, are subject to a 
process of exogenous normalization in which they are being reframed time and 
again. This turns them into episodes within a longer history of events in which 
their signifi cance (whether as the ‘battle of somewhere’ or ‘that evening when my 
wife made me suffer for her sociology class’) is redrawn.

Conspicuously, the inherent selectivity of such retrospective re-ordering is very 
different from the one that is apparent in the endogenous order within disruptive 
situations. It is in exogenous normalization that cognitive, intellectual, and forensic 
aspects are brought to the fore in understanding the situation as a distinct episode 
in a larger chain of ‘events.’ The emphasis is on making sense in terms of hard-
won, ideally somewhat proven, facts and ‘lessons learned.’ Some sense of position 
and membership, for example when blame is directed at certain groups and indi-
viduals, will often be involved in the resulting narratives but, contrary to what goes 
on within disruptive situations, it is always blame begging for evidence of guilt, as 
in the courts of post-disaster or post-war tribunals. In the normalization of disrup-
tions, the cognitive, informational and factual aspect about who did what when to 
which effect is dominant (Vollmer 2013, pp. 95-102, 143 f., 182).

Considering this lack of correspondence between endogenous and exogenous 
order with respect to situations of disruptiveness, it is not surprising that there 
is little affi nity between how insiders and outsiders orient to these situations and 
that, even much later, there is often little reconciliation of respective recollections. 
Bruno Bettelheim characterizes survivors’ memory of being imprisoned in a Nazi 
concentration camp as “unforgettable but unreal” (Bettelheim 1943: 433). “Un-
forgettable” means: still virtually present as a recollection; “but unreal” means: 
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without connection to the actually present situation and the broader social context 
in which it is taking place. In the bigger picture of how the larger collective of par-
ticipants within and beyond disruptive situations deals with the fallout of disrup-
tiveness, this indicates a dissociation between situations of disruptiveness and the 
wider social world. This dissociation takes place in terms of enclosing participants 
within a disruptive situation and, in this manner, as an externality of participants’ 
association within the situation. It prevails because productions of social order and 
context within and beyond the disruptive situations tend to be very different. As-
sociation within and dissociation without reinforce one another: the enclosure of 
situations of disruptiveness allows for strong differences between endogenous and 
exogenous production of order, the endogenous focus on the relational aspects of 
position, membership, or status emphasizes the specifi city of the local order among 
the co-present while the exogenous production of context generalizes toward some 
broader (e.g., historical, biographical, or moral) signifi cance of the disruption. The 
resulting incompatibility perpetuates the dissociation between disruptive situa-
tions and the rest of the world.

This picture of enclosure, endogenous order and association, exogenous nor-
malization and dissociation is remarkably coherent across different situations 
of disruptiveness, and it is the outcome of a particular distribution of strategies 
among participants within and beyond these situations. These strategies are asso-
ciated with different types of exposure to and concerns with particular disruptions. 
In understanding their association with resilience, the question of success now 
fi nally requires some consideration. Looking at two different (endogenous and ex-
ogenous) sets of strategies that are part of a broader, and apparently somewhat 
regular, distribution, the discussion of how these strategies allow individual par-
ticipants to prevail needs to be complemented by a discussion of how they affect 
the larger collective.

In terms of individual coping and endurance, it clearly makes a lot of sense that 
there should be a marked difference of strategies between insiders and outsiders: 
the cognitive style of outsiders fi ts well with their role as bystanders that try to 
make out the signifi cance of what is happening without getting more precariously 
involved; the relational style of insiders appears well suited to cope with events 
that challenge their routines, their knowledge and understanding of what to expect: 
if you have no idea what is going on, you may be well advised to look at what other 
people are doing and to fi nd and hold your ground (position, status, tie) with re-
spect to them and to ongoing events. There also appear to be collective benefi ts to 
this distribution of strategies: disruptiveness is truncated and set apart from those 
not directly exposed to it as the situation is closed off and its impact on further ac-
tivity is made subject to refl ective control by outsiders. If you consider the ultimate 
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test of resilience to reside in the individual and collective ability to endure, then the 
roots of an evolutionary argument are apparent: individual exposure is minimized, 
a dynamic of association focusses those exposed on fi nding allies, otherwise the 
fallout on social order is contained and normalized through a dynamic of dissoci-
ation as life goes back to normal – or so it appears.

3 Extensions of punctuated cooperation

For the same reasons that association and dissociation result in containment, this 
distribution of strategies may encourage an underestimation of fallout if too much 
weight is given to collective normalizations of disruptions (Vollmer 2013, pp. 206-
213). While the endogenous social order of punctuated cooperation quickly fades 
into the realm of the “unforgettable but unreal,” life goes on for those exposed to it, 
and it goes on for them within the larger collective. Participants who were exposed 
to disruptions and to the endogenous order of disruptive situations may not nearly 
as quickly and smoothly be normalized as the retrospective understanding of the 
episode by others. Therefore, as life goes on, the strategies associated with the 
endogenous order of punctuated cooperation will not remain completely confi ned 
to the original situation of disruptiveness as the participants of this situation will 
not be either. As participants are reabsorbed by the collective, they confront a cost 
of the dissociation of disruptiveness within the collective in fi nding little corre-
spondence of what for them is unforgettable with the reality that surrounds them. 
And they will continue to interact and decide, informing and irritating others. As 
life does not get fully back to normal for them, so it may not for whom they meet.

The sociological signifi cance of the homecoming soldier unable to relay his ex-
perience but still very much impressed by it (Schutz 1964, p. 114), however, is not 
merely the diffusion of some residual disruptiveness among family, friends, and 
colleagues. Of greater sociological signifi cance is perhaps the fact that the distri-
bution of strategies that contains and dissociates disruptiveness is apparently not 
a temporary fi x wrapped around single situations but a pattern that transcends the 
collective as a whole, from the battlefi eld to the kitchen, offi ce and living room. As 
far as violence is concerned, there is a distribution of strategies associated with the 
endogenous order of making violence happen and with normalizing it exogenously 
that is neither confi ned to a single instance nor to a single set of participants or to 
a single collective into which participants are reabsorbed; not just one soldier, and 
not just one army, not just one family and one ‘general public’ that reiterates disso-
ciation; the pattern of distributed strategies for the social containment of violence 
has, for all intents and purposes, become global. It is backed by the best known, 
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most appreciated and most lamented mega-formations within contemporary social 
order – ruling bureaucracies incorporated into a global system of nation-states.

The endogenous production of order among participants of violent situations 
can be summarized in the rationale ‘associate and stratify,’ which means that the 
attentiveness to the relational that generally characterizes the endogenous order of 
punctuation cooperation is manifest, in situations of violence, as a concern with 
membership in coalitions and the comparative strength of positions. Again, taken 
as a strategy with some benefi t for individuals coping with ongoing events, this 
seems perfectly reasonable: fi nd out who your allies are and watch out who is 
likely to prevail! The endogenous outcome of this is that participants are joined 
in coalitions in which the actively violent are backed by a supporting cast that is 
audience to the action; the ability to bring about and sustain violence thus becomes 
an expression of situational stratifi cation (Collins 2008, pp. 448-462). Ruling bu-
reaucracies express this outcome of associating and stratifying on a more perma-
nent basis across situations, episodes and settings. The modern nation-state itself 
can be regarded as the evolutionary outcome of organizing a support network for 
specialists in collective violence respectively associated and stratifi ed, reared in 
competition with other organized and stratifi ed support networks (Martin 2009, 
pp. 322-327; Tilly 1992). In the process of state formation, the means of violence 
are monopolized by a select few; hierarchies of positions are set up that regulate 
access to these means; a public is created as an audience of state action (which 
in times of peace proceeds to fi nd other problems to concern itself with); a gen-
eralized form of membership and identity is established that segregates people 
into competing pockets of state citizens, and again into those well-equipped and 
institutionally supported and those unprepared, legitimately unfi t and inadmissible 
to violent action. As participants of violent situations associate and stratify, so do 
citizens within nation-states, and nations-states within the system of competing 
nation-states (Tilly 1992, pp. 161-191). The rationale of association and stratifi ca-
tion appears to inform people just as much as groups, armies, and states (Vollmer 
2013, pp. 195-202).

That this is actually a reasonable orientation not only for those directly exposed 
to violent situations but for those orchestrating battles among aggregate units, not 
at least considering the debilitating dynamics of ‘hot’ and ‘cold’ military confl ict, 
is altogether not clear at all. That the organization of collective violence contains 
of subset of insiders in stratifi ed hierarchies in which everybody else remains an 
outsider to violent engagements appears like a scaling-up of strategies from violent 
situations to military bureaucracies and nation-states. The collective fi tness of this 
strategy appears to be less the result of a particularly enlightened understanding of 
what collective violence is, what it should be about or what should be done about 
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it, and more a reiteration of the ‘enclose, dissociate, and make subject to normal-
ization by outsiders’ principle of punctuated cooperation discussed so far. Given 
the dissociation between endogenous and exogenous strategies of response, it may 
hardly be surprising that the collective understanding of violence and warfare has 
remained archetypal, if not altogether moronic in its concern with strength, size 
and belonging. While it would be tough to argue that strategies would translate 
from overcoming violent situations to preparing for or fi ghting wars by virtue of 
being sound at just about any scale, it is hard to question the resilience of these 
strategies against the background of the global triumph of the nation-state pan-
demic of which both the endogenous strategies and exogenous normalizations of 
collective violence are strikingly uniform correlates. If anything, the apparent 
dullness of the arrangement makes its historical resilience even more impressive.

In terms of sheer scale and uniformity, the extended and in many respects 
scale-invariant distribution pattern of strategies for coping with situations of vio-
lence is clearly a unique extension of punctuated cooperation. Yet a perhaps more 
convincing indication of the particular resilience offered by perpetuating the dis-
tribution of strategies sketched in the preceding sections can be attained if the 
general pattern of association and dissociation is identifi ed in more unambiguously 
‘positive’ examples that are already associated with the topic. The celebrated ex-
amples of high-reliability organizations with their members collaborating in small 
pockets of interlocked “heedful interrelating” (Weick and Roberts 1993, pp. 368-
383) and “mindfulness” (Weick and Sutcliffe 2007, pp. 39-41) offer a convenient 
connection. Again there is an endogenous production of context among co-present 
participants that mobilizes their ability to associate and relate to one another. In 
this instance, however, the claim is not that this is a good strategy of coping with 
disruptions (or, for that matter, for infl icting them on others) but a good strategy 
for averting them (Roberts 1990, p. 168; Weick and Roberts 1993, pp. 366-368). 
With respect to resilience, this connection cannot be but good news: it indicates 
a possible convergence of strategies of response and strategies of prevention. The 
weak spot of such an argument is, regrettably, the exogenous normalization of high 
reliability. Just like the civilian control of nation-state armies can hardly be guar-
anteed by a thorough-going normalization of violence through the narrative of war 
stories or high-brow historical narrative, to maintain that certain organizations can 
be run with impressive reliability by insiders will provide little intelligence about 
what is actually going on inside these organizations.3 As failure is surprisingly rare 
in the case of high-reliability organizations that follow the pattern of association 

3 It is interesting to re-read Weick and Sutcliffe (2007, pp. 53-58) in this respect.
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and dissociation, so is effective external control. One may interpret this as a sign 
of resilience, or merely as a delayed reckoning (Clarke 1993).

For a fi nal example, the signature of punctuated cooperation and its particular 
distribution of strategies can also be identifi ed and associated with resilience in the 
much discussed phenomenon of groupthink under conditions of stress and threat. 
Stress and threat are good examples of the changing and endogenous character of 
disruptiveness: both concern disruptions that feel very real to participants of cer-
tain situation but may actually never take place, like almost missed assignments 
that, as far as outsiders are concerned, just look like having been accomplished 
perfectly on time. Again, most examples of groupthink are instances of partici-
pants attending more to positions, membership and status than to other informa-
tional cues in facing disruptiveness (Janis 1982, pp. 174-197; Staw et al. 1981, pp. 
507-511). In the case of groupthink, the literature has largely focused on the biased 
nature of groupthink as an interesting shortcoming of participants’ strategies. But 
these strategies are also the basis of responses that may well be considered resilient 
as participants focus on well-trained performances in bringing about collective ac-
tion (Janis 1982, pp. 256-259). This capability of being able to act is surely critical, 
not at least since research on stress has found tipping points toward breakdown 
to draw nearer if stress responses are failing to resolve sources of disruptiveness, 
even if they are low-level ones like future assignments or unmade decisions (Ru-
dolph and Repenning 2002).

Assessing groupthink in terms of a pathological bias within responding to dis-
ruptiveness requires bracketing the fact that the groups under study are often under 
severe outside pressure to produce, often in situations in which taking the time to 
carefully refl ect and evaluate all the information potentially ‘at disposal’ is not an 
option. In experimental settings, for example, subjects are often asked to muster 
their resolve and challenged to produce outcomes while experimenters proceed to 
make these tasks more diffi cult by interrupting, side-tracking or luring subjects 
into blind alleys. If a group is charged by a larger collective or a single experi-
menter to come up with decisions under pressure, groupthink allows insiders to 
accomplish just that, and leaves outsiders free to review or denounce it. In this 
way the groupthink phenomenon exemplifi es the recurrent pattern of endogenous 
association, exogenous normalization, and dissociation.

These observations do not suggest any kind of evaluative assessment with re-
spect to the particular form of resilience thus explored but they indicate that its 
signature distribution of strategies is quite common across different situations, 
recurrent across different contexts, and apparently somewhat successful in brute 
evolutionary terms. The organization of collective violence in nation-states is per-
haps the best example of a specifi c pattern of resilience repeated on different scales 
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across larger collectives. Similarities in the resulting distribution of strategies are 
also obvious with respect to subtler disruptions like those associated with stress 
and groupthink. Furthermore, the still very prominent, if not paradigmatic, under-
standing of high reliability organizations fi ts the general pattern of endogenous 
association and dissociation. The example of collective violence provides an idea 
about the specifi c capability thus afforded – a specialized capacity to engage with 
a particular type of disruption – and so do the claims of high-reliability theory. 
Just like groupthink, both also suggest specifi c externalities of such resilience, not 
at least with respect to the fact that the rest of the collective is left with very little 
control of this capability. While this has been criticized in discussions of high-re-
liability theory (Clarke 1993) and continues to be the bread and butter of much 
research in social psychology, it nowadays appears somewhat underappreciated 
with respect to collective violence. That, for example, the remarkable capacity of 
‘cohesive’ military units to keep on fi ghting even when there is little overall sense 
to it (Shils and Janowitz 1948) may correspond to a certain lack of control and 
receptiveness to external information only tends to be perceived as problematic 
once soldiers do something ‘truly’ nasty, like ‘fragging’ their offi cers (Savage and 
Gabriel 1976, pp. 346-350).

If dissociation implies a certain lack of control, this certainly has to be as dis-
concerting with respect to risky technology as it is with respect to the use of phys-
ical force. If we continue to treat resilience as a topic rather than a resource, how-
ever, it can hardly mean that in this case we are not looking at resilience its proper 
form. It means that we need to probe further in order to understand the relationship 
between resilience in strategies and resilience in broader social formations – and 
that we should be prepared to expect certain costs to be associated with this.

4 Resilience in social fi elds

The prior discussion has suggested that the pattern of association and dissocia-
tion brings about effects that are structural in the sense of establishing bounda-
ries between insiders and outsiders, which are sensed as constraints on experience 
and action. As a result, what somebody will understand about a distinct source 
of disruptiveness will in an important respect be a correlate of position on either 
side of the boundary that separates association within from dissociation without. 
The difference between insiders and outsiders places distinct limitations on par-
ticipants: one group of participants is too close to the source of disruptiveness to 
adequately contextualize it in the broader setting (e.g., the war that is already lost 
or the experimental design of a social scientist); the other group of participants is 
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some distance removed and often has some time to invest in normalizing events 
and activities exogenously. Understanding the gains and limitations of resilience 
against the background of this rift across positions with respect to particular dis-
ruptions would be ill-advised to take one position or segment of positions within 
the collective as a point of reference for producing generalized statements. One has 
to look at both the endogenous association of participants, on the one hand, and at 
the exogenous normalization and dissociation on the other, in order to understand 
the collective containment of disruptiveness; in the same manner, an assessment 
of resilience in terms of distributed strategies requires to investigate not only the 
regularity within strategies but also the regularity of how they are distributed.

A suitable understanding of resilience therefore needs to take into account the 
association of strategies with distinct positions. If the arrangement of these posi-
tions is somewhat regular, as the previous discussion of distributed strategies has 
been suggesting, resilience may most appropriately be analyzed in terms of strat-
egies distributed across positions in social fi elds. The notion of fi eld has recently 
been getting a lot of attention and a lot of social and organizational research is now 
using it in some form. One of the reasons for this is that use of the concept bridges 
the gulf between scholarship about social differentiation and scholarship on social 
inequality (Emirbayer and Johnson 2008; Fligstein and MacAdam 2012, pp. 28 f.). 
Another is that it can refer to the works one of the most eminent social theorists, 
Pierre Bourdieu (1977, pp. 184 ff., 1984, pp. 226 ff.; Lizardo 2012, pp. 240-242). 
There is no space here for an extended discussion of the concept or its lineage 
(instead see Martin 2003, 2011, pp. 244 ff., 268 ff.), but two aspects of social fi elds 
need to be singled out since they are of particular importance with respect to the 
topic of resilience: fi rstly, that the existence of fi elds is associated with some regu-
larity in strategies distributed across positions; secondly, that the ‘fi eldness’ of any 
fi eld is gradual.

A fi eld exists to the extent that occupants of a set of positions are, in their 
perceptions and actions, subject to a certain fi eld-specifi c gravity, whether this 
gravity is defi ned by a distribution of capital across positions (Bourdieu 1985, p. 
724), the particular imperatives of action associated with social objects (Martin 
2011, pp. 270 f.), or by some collectively shared understanding of the fi eld, its set 
of positions, purpose or rules (Fligstein and MacAdam 2012, p. 9). Irrespective of 
considerable variance with respect to such issues of defi nition, “one of the central 
claims of fi eld theory, on which all else rests” is that “persons feel the imperatives 
of action associated with any situation” (Martin 2011, p. 307, emphasis is mine). 
The existence of a fi eld thus rests on the fact that there exists a ‘feel for the game’ 
across occupants of positions and various situations. Seen from within any situa-
tion, the ‘fi eldness’ of the fi eld derives from the extent to which “patterns of local 
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alignment (…) become globally organized” (Martin 2011, p. 307). Such fi eldness is 
therefore in an important sense a result of regularity across strategies and could be 
seen to emerge from such regularity (cf. Vollmer 2013, p. 65 f.), for example, when 
people regularly recognize opportunities for making trades, when they acquire a 
sense of taste in ‘properly’ appreciating a work of art – or the heedfulness required 
by working on a fl ight deck.

Against this background, it is as if punctuated cooperation induces a localized 
fi eld effect by drawing together specifi c positions and by segregating them from 
the rest of the collective, both within disruptive situations and exogenously. The 
former fi eld effect may be short-lived and confi ned to the run of a single disruptive 
situation4 but it can also be perpetuated, as among battle-seasoned troops and in 
high-reliability organization. The distinctness of the fi eld effect, i.e. the fi eldness 
of the fi eld, is clearly felt by participants in both cases, whether in terms of the 
gravity of ‘engrossment’ within and the repulsion or distant attraction of gazing 
from without in facing disasters, or in terms of “collective mind” on fl ight decks 
(Weick and Robert 1993, pp. 364-368). The fi eld effect associated with exogenous 
normalization is a direct result of the collective attention given to what fi rst be-
comes a historical episode or distinct ‘event’ (Sewell 2005, pp. 100-103). As the ex-
ample of collective violence demonstrates impressively, this exogenous fi eld effect 
may at times impress itself on a very large scale of positions. The twin character of 
fi eld effects – one larger fi eld impressed by exogenous normalization and a smaller 
one produced by the more contained endogenous order of coping with disruptions 
– appears to be associated with the pattern of association and dissociation more 
generally. This distribution of strategies associated with punctuated cooperation 
tends to bring about not one, but two distinct fi eld effects through which disrup-
tiveness is contained within the gravity of a smaller fi eld while actitivites in a 
larger fi eld relate to this in a normalizing manner, for example through historical, 
bureaucratic, legal or political discourse.

If the particular resilience of punctuated cooperation is thus embedded in and 
reinforced by the shape of social fi elds and can as such be properly addressed as 
‘structural’ in sealing disruptions off, making them the concern of the limited 
number of inadvertently exposed or deliberately seasoned participants in positions 

4 Note that even Harold Garfinkel (1967, p. 58), clearly not somebody to postulate light-
ly a sense of structure in social situations, associates the situational closure involved 
in successfully performing breaching experiments with the temporary existence of a 
field: “I designed a procedure to breach these expectancies while satisfying the three 
conditions under which their breach would presumably produce confusion, i.e., that 
the person could not turn the situation into a play, a joke, an experiment, ad deception, 
and the like, or, in Lewinian terminology, that he could not ‘leave the field’.”
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that are temporarily or enduringly bracketed, this kind of resilience comes at an 
evident price: The fact that disruptiveness does not affect the collective as a whole 
but members with different degrees of exposure and participation establishes in-
compatibilities of access, experience, action, and divergence of understanding. 
Different positions in different fi elds practice different strategies of response with 
different opportunities of perception, learning, and control. The larger collective 
essentially makes dealing with a specifi c type of disruption the special task as-
signed to a distinct set of positions. It may equip occupants with special means 
of coping (weapons, swimming nuclear-reactor powered airports, etc.) but neither 
will it share the experience associated with coping nor have an altogether appro-
priate understanding of it. The limits of control with respect to a bureaucratically 
entrenched system of military violence (Lasswell 1941; Melman 1997) and the 
governance of disaster-prone technology by insiders (Sagan 1993; Clarke 1993) 
thus correspond to systematic limits of collective cognition in segmented social 
fi elds.

The gravest problem with governing the effects of this kind of resilience in 
social fi elds is not that people would be generally inclined to exploit their posi-
tions unilaterally but that “it makes little sense to put people in a distorted world 
and ask them to see straight” (Martin 2011, p. 230). The fi eld offers a cognitive 
economy that allows occupants of position to focus attention on what is relevant in 
holding their ground (Martin 2011, pp. 315-317). Stress responses are a good illus-
tration of how the endogenous order of punctuated cooperation makes use of such 
cognitive economy in focusing participants on well-trained responses (Vollmer 
2013, pp. 120-129), and such coping can be supported by their positions within a 
fi eld and the resources these positions give them access to (e.g., in terms of social 
or symbolic capital). Making use of this cognitive economy backs up the ability 
to cope and thus contributes to resilience. Increasing resilience therefore cannot 
mean streamlining strategies of response in order to liberate them from the ‘bias’ 
of specifi c positions; it needs to work with the cognitive economy of social fi elds 
in improving on a given containment of disruptions. The challenge is to make use 
of distributed cognition in a manner that preserves the heterogeneity of strategies 
that correlates with resilience in distributed strategies and social fi elds.

If some degree of “structural secrecy” (Vaughan 1996, pp. 238-277) is therefore 
on the price tag for resilience in social fi elds, it will be crucial to manage and, if 
possible, reduce this cost without destabilizing the boundaries which allow one set 
of participants to cope and the others to contain, normalize, refl ect or ignore. Rath-
er than destabilizing these boundaries and questioning the heterogeneity of coping 
with disruptiveness, enlightened governance would need to make sure that collec-
tive resources of coping and intelligence which is hidden from decision-makers are 
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effectively mobilized. This is evidently a tricky business of both accommodating 
some degree of structural secrecy and overcoming it during times when mutual 
orientation and exchange of information are needed. The vulnerability of respec-
tive communication across different segments of social fi elds to issues of timing 
and misunderstanding among heterogeneous parties is evident (Vaughan 1996, pp. 
278-333). However, the risks of intervening across boundaries, fi elds and sub-fi elds 
into complex ecologies of response and learning in the name of improving on prior 
resilience are hardly less complex (Kette and Vollmer 2015).

5 Conclusion

Such considerations refer back to concepts of resilience as a resource in assess-
ments of abilities to cope with disruptiveness. The particular type of resilience 
explored here suggests caution with respect to such assessments since it indicates 
an ability to cope that is entrenched in distributed strategies and structures, is tied 
up with managing some the most fatal means of destruction available today and 
continues to pose a challenge to sociological investigation. The resilience of punc-
tuated cooperation points to strategies and structures that bring about and make 
use of heterogeneity in containing disruptiveness. This resilience places limita-
tions on the access to and knowledge of disruptions subject to strategies and posi-
tions, which affects the external control of and collective learning from disruption 
and disaster, much of which remains limited to subsets of participants, particular 
positions, fi elds and subfi elds. These limitations need to be understood in terms 
of distributions across positions which to a certain extent appear complementary 
with respect to what occupants know and cannot know, control and cannot control. 
Collectively, this distribution and correlated heterogeneity are associated with the 
ability to cope and prevail.

It is one thing to criticize the diffi culties of exerting infl uence on the mili-
tary-industrial complex or the lack of control over the handling of nuclear weap-
ons or nuclear reactors but it is another to stop practitioners in their tracks with 
external directives. The pattern of association, containment, and dissociation in 
coping with disruptions pulls apart strategies as well as positions, and the question 
is not merely whether these currents can be rerouted to converge on standards of 
resilience deemed generally desirable: it needs to be about the extent to which they 
should (cf. Janssen and Anderies 2007). If there is a general lesson to be drawn 
from the resilience of punctuated cooperation toward a general understanding of 
resilience in strategies and structures, it will have to include an argument in favour 
of heterogeneity. Not one truly resilient, but different strategies of coping make 
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for containment; not one fi eld, but a number of fi elds to support both the engross-
ment by and normalization of disruptions, to allow for both deep involvement and 
detached forensics. Such heterogeneity is evident at the elementary level of social 
situations in which some confront disruptiveness while others gaze idly and it is 
recurrent in the heterogeneity across fi elds and positions in cases in which coping 
with certain disruptions is extended and perpetuated. The evident complexity and 
ambiguity that results from this heterogeneity is a good reason for keeping open 
the topic of resilience for various kinds of conceptual and empirical engagement 
(Boin and van Eeten 2013, p. 443) and it cautions against narrowing the discussion 
down prematurely in the name of all-embracing concepts or benchmarks of resil-
ience. Against the idea that resilience cannot be bad, use of the concept might well 
“apply to forces that are constructive as well as detrimental for human survival” 
(Kaufmann 2013, p. 67) once the concept is thoroughly integrated into social the-
ory. Parts of the requisite theory, not at least with respect to understanding fi eld 
effects on participants’ experience and action have yet to be fully developed, and 
it is evident that producing the requisite data necessitates a re-assessment of both 
the ontology and methodology of social research (Martin 2011; Vollmer 2013, pp. 
227-233).

One could argue that in the meantime there will still be much to gain and little 
to lose in offering at least some expertise on resilience on the market for academic 
advice. Benefi ting from the still fl uid collective understanding of resilience, there 
are ample opportunities of ‘disowning’ a calamity (Downer 2014) in the event of 
having placed the wrong bets. The stifl ing effects of using narrower notions of 
resilience as a resource in placing these bets, however, may ultimately be more 
severe on academics themselves than on their reputation in the market for ‘true’ 
resilience. Rather than trying to cut down the heterogeneity of empirical and the-
oretical intelligence about resilience, its heterogeneous strategies and structures, it 
may be the best bet for both the social practice and the social science of resilience 
to keep the topic open for the broad engagement it will continue to require.
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